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ACCJ Viewpoint

Recommendation

The American Chamber of Commerce in Japan
(ACCJ) encourages the Government of Japan
(GO0)J) to increase its focus on prevention,

early detection, and wellness in its health care
policies, including by creating incentives for
people to adopt healthy lifestyles and promoting
appropriate use of the latest and most effective
vaccines, medicines, medical technologies and
services available. Focusing on health care
spending and health care professional efforts
earlier in the disease continuum can facilitate
early intervention, improve the quality of life
for patients, increase the productivity of the
workforce, and achieve multifold cost savings
and efficiency gains for the overall health care
system.

Background

Lifestyle choices in Japan and around the world
have resulted in an increase of preventable
chronic disease and conditions that are in turn
driving an increase in health care costs and

a reduction in economic output. Health care
system participants, including governments,
employers, payers and individuals, are seeking
new solutions to promote health while more
effectively managing increasing costs of care.

One promising approach is to focus a larger
portion of health care resources on keeping
people well and disease free. The World Health
Organization estimates that 80% of heart disease
and strokes, 80% of type 2 diabetes and 40%
of cancer could be prevented if people would do
three things: eat a healthy diet, be physically
active, and not smoke. Additional benefits can
be generated through the use of vaccines to
prevent diseases and the screening of high-risk
populations to improve the chances of early
detection, followed by early intervention to
prevent the onset of diseases or to ameliorate
the effects of diseases.

Advances in technology enable health care
providers to detect problems and commence
preventive treatment sooner and in many cases
before diseases can take their toll. Research
shows that appropriate screening of high-risk
groups helps save lives and can lead to the
extension of healthier, more productive years

for patients. Once a disease has been detected,
early intervention can help prevent serious, costly
complications so that the patient’s condition does
not worsen (and in some cases can improve).
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For example, controlling high blood pressure
with a combination of lifestyle changes and
medications can reduce hospitalizations from
strokes and heart attacks, lowering overall
human and financial burdens.

According to the American Institute for
Preventive Medicine, every 100 yen spent on
wellness and prevention can result in improved
health outcomes and health care savings of as
much as 500 to 600 yen over time. Additionally,
documented evidence demonstrates that
sustainable productivity gains can result from
such investments in wellness and prevention at
both the corporate and national levels. Many
private companies in Japan already recognize
that providing free supplemental screening

as part of their employees’ annual health
examinations is a valuable investment that will
improve workers’ quality of life along with overall
productivity at such companies. However, a more
comprehensive, national approach is needed.

Japan is well known for having one of the

lowest infant mortality rates and the longest

life expectancy in the world. Although life
expectancy in Japan continues to rise, the often-
diminished quality of life during the later years
places a burden on patients, families, caregivers,
health care systems, society, and the economy.
All of these burdens can be significantly relieved
through programs to promote prevention, early
detection, and wellness. However, as in many
other developed countries, the health care
systems and health policies have traditionally
focused on the treatment of medical conditions
after they occur, rather than on their prevention.

Chronic diseases, defined as illnesses that are
prolonged, do not resolve spontaneously, and are
rarely cured completely, are the leading cause of
death and disability in Japan. The World Health
Organization estimates that chronic diseases,
such as cancer, heart disease, stroke, respiratory
disease and diabetes, are collectively responsible
for 8 out of every 10 deaths in Japan. Further,
treatment of chronic diseases accounts for the
majority of health care spending in Japan, with

a significant share covering the costs of treating
older patients who have two or more chronic
diseases. The Ministry of Health, Labor and
Welfare (MHLW) estimates that the annual health
expenditure per capita in Japan is 152,700 yen
for someone under the age of 65 and 659,600
yen for someone over the age of 65.
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As seen in the Cabinet Office’s report "New
Health Frontier Strategy,” the GOJ is increasing
its efforts to address the challenges of an aging
population and its impact on patients, the
economy, and society as a whole. The GOJ also
recognizes that preventive care is important

to the health and welfare of Japanese citizens.
The “Healthy Japan 21 plan” focuses on the
prevention of lifestyle-related diseases and the
Basic Plan for the Promotion of Cancer Control
includes important provisions for the prevention
and early detection of cancer. Further, in April
2008 all of Japan’s prefectural governments
launched their own preventive care policies.

One good success story is the GOJ’s nationwide
program to provide free diagnostic screening for
the Hepatitis C virus over the past six years. 8.6
million people have been screened to date, which
represents 26.4% of the high-risk population
over the age of 40. As a result, 100,000 infected
people have been discovered, giving them the
chance to seek improved treatments that are now
effective 70% of the time in eliminating the virus
before it causes liver cancer.

Issue

The ACCJ welcomes these important government
prevention, early detection and wellness
initiatives but more needs to be done before
significant gains in quality of life, workforce
productivity, and cost efficiency can be realized.
More could be done to improve coordination
across ministries, health insurance payers or
different levels of government. Currently Japan’s
national health insurance system does not pay for
screening for most diseases or chronic conditions.
Also, direct preventive measures such as
vaccinations and elimination of serious health risk
factors such as obesity are not covered by the
current national health insurance system. Though
it is clearly stated in Article 1.2 of the Health Law
that “health care” must go beyond treatment

to include prevention and rehabilitation, this
broader concept of prevention has not been fully
integrated into public and health care policy.
Regulatory authorities still will not grant an
indication for prevention for most medicines that
show globally recognized scientific efficacy data.

By shifting from a treatment to a prevention-
oriented paradigm and implementing a
comprehensive set of new national policies and
programs focused on prevention, early detection,
and wellness, the GOJ can facilitate early
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intervention, improve health outcomes, boost
long-term healthcare cost efficiency and increase
the productivity of the workforce. Policies that
deserve priority consideration by the GOJ include:

o Create incentives, including into the health
insurance system, for people to reduce the
risk of disease by adopting healthy lifestyles
and behaviors long before the onset of
iliness.

o Build incentives into the health care system
for health care professionals to promote
prevention, early detection and wellness.

o Promote diagnostic screening of high-risk
populations for disease indicators and
communicable infections.

o Promote systematic utilization of innovative
vaccines that can prevent disease and incur
healthcare savings.

o Promote use of drugs and devices that help
manage complications.

° Incorporate reimbursement for preventive
care and early detection costs in the
national health insurance system.

o Increase use of safety-engineered devices
with an emphasis on health care worker and
patient safety, including active surveillance
to reduce Healthcare-Associated Infections
(HAI).

Below are three practical examples that illustrate
how prevention, early detection and wellness
could be promoted in health care policy and what
the potential benefits would be.

Example I: Using Vaccines for Prevention
Vaccines are a cost-effective way to

prevent diseases altogether, including many
communicable diseases and some kinds of cancer.
As noted in the GOJ’s “Vision for the Vaccine
Industry,” vaccines are recognized worldwide as

a cost-effective form of healthcare. However,
many of the latest vaccines are not yet available
in Japan and vaccines are not reimbursed by the
National Health Insurance system. We encourage
the MHLW to promote the use of vaccines

more systematically and comprehensively and

to improve the regulatory review process for
vaccines. We request that the GOJ use science-
based criteria to recommend new vaccines for
inclusion in the national vaccination schedule.
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Example II: Using Medical Technology for
Early Detection

According to Japan’s National Cancer Center,
breast cancer is the leading killer among
Japanese women aged 30-64 years. Increasing
the mammography breast cancer-screening rate
would facilitate early intervention that could
improve patient quality of life and bring cost
savings. Breast cancer diagnosed in the early
stages has a 96% survival rate over 5 years
and treatment costs around 760,000 yen per
patient. Breast cancer that is not detected until
the later stages (when it has metastasized)

has only a 28% survival rate over 5 years and
can cost up to 4,140,000 yen per patient for
surgery, chemotherapy, and radiation treatment.
Early detection and early intervention are also
critical for the prevention of cervical cancer.

In Japan, out of the 8,000 cases of cervical
cancer diagnosed annually, roughly 2,500
women will die. Japan has seen a sharp rise in
cervical cancer patients in their 20s and 30s,
and a growing mortality rate. Cervical cancer
is the only type of cancer that can be prevented
with a vaccine, which is already in use in over
100 countries and is under development in
Japan. Because the human papilloma virus, or
HPV, is the dominant cause of cervical cancer,
regular Pap testing, early HPV testing when
recommended and early vaccination can work
effectively to prevent cervical cancer. In the
United States, regular Pap testing has been
effectively adopted and recognized as the single
most effective cancer screen in the history of
medicine. The ACCJ believes the most effective
way to increase the breast and cervical cancer
screening rates is to amend the National Health
Insurance Law to require screening to be included
among the mandatory items in the annual
“specific health checkups” (tokutei kenshin) for
people in high-risk age groups.

Example III: Promotion of Wellness Through
a Healthy Lifestyle

It is scientifically proven that smoking increases
the risk of many forms of cancer, stroke and
heart disease. The MHLW estimates that more
than 110,000 Japanese die from complications of
diseases related to smoking every year. A 2001
study by Japan’s Institute for Health Economics
and Policy estimates annual tobacco related
health care costs at 1.3 trillion yen, lost labor
resources at 5.8 trillion yen, and fire damages at
0.22 trillion yen. Similar estimates were produced
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by a 2006 study titled “The Economic Impact of
Smoking and Non-Smoking” that was conducted
by the Respiratory Patient Lifestyle Disease
Policy Comprehensive Operations with scientific
research funds from the Ministry of Health,
Labour and Welfare. The Japanese parliament
ratified the WHO Framework Convention on
Tobacco Control (FCTC) in 2004 and made
significant progress in abiding by the Convention
in 2008 by introducing the “taspo” IC card age
verification system to prevent minors from
buying cigarettes at vending machines. The
ACCJ urges the GOJ to continue taking further
steps to implement a comprehensive approach to
tobacco control.
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