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In England, many members of the public find themselves surprised to hear
that when they or an elderly relative need help to care for themselves, they
are told to reach into their own pockets.

The surprise resonates when they realise how deep those pockets need to
be: the commission led by Andrew Dilnot found that one in 10 will need to
pay more than £100,000. Yet the alternative options – relying on care from
family and friends or simply going without – are far from ideal, and around
half of all care home residents end up fully funding themselves.

It is a proportion which is likely to grow. With local government budgets
facing heavy cuts, the number of people receiving help paying for social
care in England is shrinking – despite the number in need continuing to
grow. This situation is far from unique: as populations age and public
finances reel from recessions, many countries face a similar squeeze.

In recent years England has been reducing the number of people receiving
care and only providing for those with both very high needs and very little
wealth or income. The care bill currently passing through parliament is the
government's response; it imposes a cap on the amount people can spend
on care before the state steps in, and raises the threshold at which means-
testing will designate people to be eligible for help. So what does the
future hold, and how will the care bill change that?



To explore these questions we looked to a country that combines the
oldest population in the world with levels of public debt to match
Zimbabwe: Japan. Their experience illustrates the consequences of
retracting state support too far and relying on individual and familial
support.

Until 2000, publicly-funded social care was nonexistent in Japan; caring for
the elderly was a family responsibility. There were two main consequences
of this approach. First, there were many reports of neglect and abuse
towards older people being looked after by family members. In a survey
conducted by the Japanese government, a third of carers reported feeling
"hatred" towards the person they looked after. Caring also restricted the
employment options of a growing number of Japanese women.

A second issue was the development of a phenomenon known as "social
hospitalisation". Older people were being admitted to hospital for long
periods – not for any medical reason, but simply because they could not
be looked after anywhere else. The Japanese experience should remind us
of the dependency between the health and social care sectors, and the
consequences of having one which is more accessible than the other.

The response from the Japanese government was radical. They introduced
long-term care insurance, offering social care to those aged 65+ on the
basis of needs alone. The system is part-funded by compulsory premiums
for all those over the age of 40, and part-funded by national and local
taxation. Users are also expected to contribute a 10% co-payment towards
the cost of the service. The costs are seen as affordable and the scheme is
extremely popular.

The result is that older people in Japan can access a wide range of
institutional and community-based services, with few of the barriers to
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access which exist in England. Interestingly, this requires levels of public
spending on social care which are broadly similar to England's, taking into
account disability-related cash payments such as Attendance Allowance.

However, it would be a mistake to see this as a problem solved. The uptake
of services has far outstripped expectations and the Japanese government
is faced with spiralling costs. Their response has been to introduce higher
co-payments for wealthier adults.

One of the aspirations of the care bill is that setting a lifetime cap on care
needs will allow for the creation of insurance products to cover against
social care costs. It is possible that this risk-pooling approach could also
lead to greater coverage and access to social care as it has done in Japan.
One difference, however, is that our government has squarely framed this
as something the private sector should be involved in, rather than having a
single government insurer as in Japan. So far, though, the response from
the UK insurance sector has been uncertain.

The care bill is an attempt by government to redefine where the
responsibility for caring lies; between the state, the family and the
individual. Japan reminds us that while the balance between these three
groups needs to be carefully struck, it is possible to introduce radical
reform with public support. But Japan's recent experiences should also
remind us that we can expect the number of older people needing care to
continue to grow. We need to be prepared for our changing society to
make any settlement look out of date.
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Why not join our social care community? Becoming a member of the
Guardian Social Care Network means you get sent weekly email updates
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on policy and best practice in the sector, as well as exclusive offers. You
can sign up – for free – online here.

... in the last month. If you’ve enjoyed reading, we hope you will consider
supporting our independent, investigative journalism today. More people
around the world are reading and supporting The Guardian than ever
before. And unlike many new organisations, we have chosen an approach
that allows us to keep our journalism accessible to all, regardless of where
they live or what they can afford. But we need your ongoing support to
keep working as we do.

The Guardian will engage with the most critical issues of our time – from
the escalating climate catastrophe to widespread inequality to the
influence of big tech on our lives. At a time when factual information is a
necessity, we believe that each of us, around the world, deserves access to
accurate reporting with integrity at its heart.

Our editorial independence means we set our own agenda and voice our
own opinions. Guardian journalism is free from commercial and political
bias and not influenced by billionaire owners or shareholders. This means
we can give a voice to those less heard, explore where others turn away,
and rigorously challenge those in power.

We need your support to keep delivering quality journalism, to maintain
our openness and to protect our precious independence. Every reader
contribution, big or small, is so valuable. Support The Guardian from as
little as €1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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