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Prevention of Child Abuse and Maltreatment for
Sociocultural Sustainability in Japan and Finland — with
Special Reference to Child Homicide

By Mutsuko Takahashi'

ABSTRACT:

This research explores possibilities of enhancing sociocultural sustainability in precarious world with
focus on issues on eatly prevention of child maltreatment in some developed countries. Although
child maltreatment tends to be perceived as harm suffered by children at individual and family levels,
plenty of research show that the position of children in society and the ways of child-rearing children
reflect fundamental social norms and values. Relevant data are collected from a variety of former
studies and related documents by literary analysis, and the issues and social discourses on child
homicide (abuse death) are discussed. As concrete examples, the situations of and challenges with
child homicide, especially infanticide and neonaticide, in Japan and Finland will be studied. Both
counttries have reached the best level in terms of infant mortality rate. Finland has rematkably reduced
infanticide in the late twentieth century, whereas in Japan there is much to be done for improving
reproductive rights and promoting children’s rights. In conclusion, proper and pertinent policy
intervention accompanied with critical and constructive reviews on social norms of childbirth, family
and child-rearing will contribute to individual well-being of children and families as well as
sociocultural sustainability.
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1. Introduction

Although the debate on children in developed countries has focused on declining
fertility rates in relation to the sustainability of societies, qualitative aspects of children’s
health and well-being are important too, not just quantitative perspectives such as high or
low fertility rates. While infant and perinatal mortality rates have improved markedly in
many developed countries, cases of child maltreatment and abuse are being identified more
frequently. Even in societies that have achieved economic development and material
wealth, child maltreatment remains a social problem of varying severity. This study
examines this issue and explores ways to protect the lives, growth and development of
young children. The healthy growth and development of children, especially infants, is
essential for the long-term sustainability of human society, and adults bear great
responsibility for the social environment in which children grow up.

The discussion commences with a concise overview of the contemporary state of
child maltreatment, with a specific emphasis on child homicides in developed countries.
Child homicides represent the most severe form of maltreatment, and analysis of this
phenomenon deepens our understanding of the complex vulnerabilities that contribute to
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such outcomes. The characteristics and trends of these child homicides are then analyzed
based on insights from preceding research. The discussion focuses on the trends in
increases and decreases in child homicides observed over time since the latter half of the
twentieth century. Furthermore, the study will direct its attention to the cases of Japan and
Finland, where thetre has been a decline in child homicides, and these countties will be the
subject of a more detailed investigation. The question arises as to how these two countries
have achieved a decrease in child homicides, and whether there are any similarities or
differences in their respective paths towards fewer child homicides.

Finland belongs to the Nordic welfare state, which places significant emphasis on
the promotion of equality of outcome, as opposed to merely equality of opportunity. As
posited by the comparative framework of welfare regime theory, the Finnish welfare state
is characterized by social democratic attributes, encompassing comprehensive basic
services for all citizens, including healthcare and education (Kettunen, 2024). In contrast,
Japan is regarded as a combination of liberal and conservative welfare regimes (Shizume
et al., 2021). Social insurance for pensions and health services is managed separately by
occupation in a corporate-oriented society, where the pursuit of education and care mostly
relies on the assets of individuals and families. At the macro level, both Finland and Japan
are facing mounting pressure to preserve their welfare states in the face of stagnant
economic growth and the escalating rise of populism in political landscape. Nevertheless,
it is important to note that child maltreatment represents a profound threat to the healthy
development of children and is not uncommon in instances of intergenerational
transmission. This renders policy responses to the risks of child maltreatment an important
issue for society as well as for individuals.

The research method is based on social discourse analysis, and the literature on the
subject and other relevant documents are reviewed. The analysis attempts to identify the
ideas, ideologies and social conceptions manifested in social discourses related to the
research theme, as well as issues that are not made explicit (Dunn & Neumann, 2016; Ruiz,
2009; see also Foucault, 1982). The discourse surrounding child maltreatment and
homicide is not exhaustive, but rather, there is an aspect of the subject that is not
addressed. For identifying that which has remained implicit and silently been excluded
from debates, it is useful to contrast the findings of case studies. It is evident that certain
perspectives may be expunged from discourses within a particular societal context, whilst
being incorporated into discourses concerning analogous themes or subjects in another
societal context. The objective of this study is to achieve a deeper comprehension of the
intricate vulnerabilities associated with child homicide, and to investigate more efficacious
methods of preventing child maltreatment.

2. Preceding research on child maltreatment and child homicide

2.1 Definitions and distinctive features

Child maltreatment in general refers to inappropriate interactions between adults
and children and encompasses a variety of abuse and neglect in a broad sense. Abuse refers
to various forms of particulatly serious maltreatment, often endangering the life of the
child, and ultimately resulting in death, child homicide. Child maltreatment is a global social
problem, but it is hard to ascertain the full picture, as it tends to be hidden and cannot be
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fully understood from the number of cases reported to the authorities alone. In some
countries, official statistics on reported cases are supplemented by retrospective interviews
about experiences of maltreatment with the children themselves and their
patents/caregivers (Gilbert et al., 2012; Paasivirta, 2021).

Previous studies on child homicide have focused on classifying victimized
children according to the motives of perpetrators. Starting with Rensnick (1970), who first
proposed the category of ‘neonaticide’ (neonatal infanticide), referring to killing a new-
born within 24 hours of birth, the following categories have been identified: filicide, where
parents kill their children; infanticide, where parents kill their infants under one year of
age; and suicide-infanticide, where parents kill their children and then themselves; filicide-
suicide is when a parent who commits suicide also kills a child or partner; familicide is
when a parent who commits suicide also kills a child or partner (see e.g. Friedman et al.,
2008; Boudreau & Lord, 2005).

Rensnick (1970) is the first who identified certain differences in features of
perpetrator mothers between neonaticide and other infanticide. Taguchi (2017), a
psychiatrist, has studied Japanese neonaticide in detail and describes the distinctive features
of neonaticide in the following.

The mothers [in neonaticide| are young, unmarried women under the
age of 25 who are economically disadvantaged. They hide their
pregnancies from those around them, meaning that most of them do not
receive antenatal care, such as medical check-ups. Mental health issues
are uncommon among them, and many of their children are born out of
wedlock. Methods of killing include suffocation by blocking the nose
and mouth, drowning and other non-weapon-based methods, which are
often accompanied by the abandonment of the body. This crime may be
repeated. These characteristics with mothers cleatly distinguish
neonaticide from other forms of infanticide. (Taguchi, 2017).

In contrast, in those infanticides where biological mothers are perpetrators and
more than 24 hours have passed since childbirth, the mothers are not necessarily young or
unmarried and mental health issues are not uncommon (Kauppi, 2012). It is most
important to understand the differences in characteristics of mothers between neonaticide
and other types of child homicide including infanticide in order to consider adequate policy
measures responding to different types of child homicide. It is also important to bear in
mind that some cases of the death of a baby under one-year or newborn may easily remain
unreported and small corpses may be hidden. All the infanticide and neonaticide cases
cannot be investigated and recorded precisely. Some cases may never reach policy or
courts, and it often proves impossible to locate the birth mother in neonaticide; therefore,
concerning neonaticide in particular, any figures on the prevalence rate are likely to be
underestimated. (UNODOC, 2019)

The limitation of statistics, which cannot capture all cases, also applies to child
maltreatment and abuse itself, reflecting the closed sphere of family life and family
relationships. It is hypothesized that instances of maltreatment that are harmful to children
are occurring, even if they do not reach the level of a criminal situation and are not
recorded in the statistics of the authorities. Nevertheless, a number of earlier studies have
supplemented the limitations of statistics by closely examining police and court records as
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well as media reports. In such settings analysis of social discourse is expected to highlight
the effects of social norms and issues with social systems, and to draw out the potential
for policy responses by reframing issues from individual problems to societal challenges.

2.2 The long-term trends of child homicide

Research into the mechanisms of child homicide (i.e. why and how they occur,
whether they decrease or increase) has been conducted mainly in the fields of criminology
and psychopathology. The child homicide is usually registered to police, counted in crime
statistics and recorded as court cases. Even when limited to industrialized countries, not
everything about child homicide has been investigated and the estimates on child homicide
rates are subject to constraints. The same applies to the long-term trends of child homicide
rates and numbers, and in fact the rates fluctuate too. Despite institutional and policy
efforts for years, it is not self-evident whether the similar trend of decrease is applicable to
the situation of child homicide in all the industrialized countries.

According to Ellonen et al. (2015) who studied the trends in infanticide rates in 28
industrialized countties between 1960 and 2009, infanticide rates have decreased in several
countries, including Japan and Finland. One of the main reasons for this trend is thought
to be economic affluence, as often referred to as hypothesis of safer society for children
through escape from poverty and economic deprivation in a point of view of criminology
(Butchart & Engstrém, 2002). There is also a suggested correlation between economic
disparity and the infanticide rate, as indicated by the Gini coefficient (Back et al., 2019).
However, this hypothesis about the decrease of infanticide rate does not straightforwardly
apply to all industrialized countries. For example, in some countries such as the USA,
Singapore, New Zealand and Belgium, a reverse trend has emerged with a slight increase
in the infanticide rate during 2000 and 2009 than in the earlier period between 1960 and
1965. Other explanations of decreased infanticide rely on the social control of human
reproduction, including medicalization of childbirth, and on the degree of stigma against
childbirth out of wedlock and single parenthood (Ellonen et al., 2015).

3. Finland and Japan seen from the issues on child maltreatment and child
homicide

Both Finland and Japan have achieved the lowest infant and perinatal mortality rates
in the wotld thanks to high-level healthcare infrastructure and economic development,
improving the standard of living as essential factor for promoting health and well-being.
Meantime, different developments can be observed in these countries in terms of child
maltreatment, especially prevalence of child homicide. These two countries are in the
group with the long-term decrease in the number of child homicide (Ellonen et al., 2015).
However, the differences between these two countries become explicit when the focus is
placed on infanticide and neonaticide.

3.1 The case of Finland

In the light of social history Finland used to be a predominantly rural society that
experienced late industrialization and urbanisation. Crimes related to violence with
alcoholism and child homicide were common. In early decades of the twentieth century,
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there were significant socio-economic disparities, with many children facing challenges
during the civil war of 1918 that followed independence (1917) from imperial Russia and
the subsequent wars against the Soviet Union from 1939 to 1944 (Pulma & Turpeinen,
1987). The Child Protection Act was enacted in 1936, but Finland’s transition to a welfare
state of Nordic model did not begin until the mid-1950s.

As shown in Figure 1, the number of child homicide cases in Finland has
substantially decreased during the latter half of the last century, and the most dramatic
change occurred in infanticide mortality rate, dropping from 103.6 in 1960-1974 to 13.8 in
2000-2009, with decrease of 86 percent (Lehti et al., 2012). Currently in Finland infanticide
has nearly disappeared and no cases of neonaticide have been reported, even though
statistics may not always cover all actual neonatal killings but rather be accompanied by
hidden figures, not only in Finland, but also in Norway (Ottesen, 2012).
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Figure 1. The number of child homicide cases in Finland (1950-2004, in number)
Source: modified from Ellonen et al., 2015

It is worthwhile to ascertain the reasons behind the near-total absence of
neonaticide in Finland at present. Since the 1960s the means to prevent unwanted
pregnancies were made available to citizens through introduction of sexual education in
school, the prevalence of contraceptives, together with the comprehensive maternal and
child health care services and the income redistribution through social security to improve
economic situation of single mothers. (Lehti et al., 2012) The public health sector provides
comprehensive, individualized and seamless consultation and care by the public health
nurses specialized in maternal and child health; it is free for all expected mothers
permanently living in Finland.

The provision of comprehensive maternal and child health services in Finland has
been widely successful in ensuring that vulnerable social groups are propetly reached. The
provision of counselling and support for unexpected pregnancies, in addition to support
for pregnant women with alcohol and drug addiction, is facilitated though collaborative
efforts between maternal health services and specialized medical care providers.
Furthermore, cooperation of maternal health services with the social welfare sector
commences from the pregnancy stage deemed to be at high social risk. The shift from a
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medical model to a social model in the 21st century has emphasized the importance of
building trusting relationships of publish health nurses with expectant mothers through
dialogue. In the older medical model, expectant mothers as patients used to be expected
to adhere to the counsel and discernment of medical practitioners and public health nurses.
In contrast, contemporary standards regard the competencies of experts to extend beyond
medical knowledge to encompass dialogue skills. It is essential to listen carefully and gain
the trust of pregnant women so that they can themselves verbalize their situations,
thoughts and concerns (see e.g. Rautio, 2014).

It is noteworthy that the understanding of and respect for reproductive rights and
children’s rights were remarkably promoted in Finland since the latter half of the last
century. The rights of women to self-determination in matters of pregnancy, contraception
and childbirth became established in the 1960s. Oral contraceptives were introduced in
1962. The morning-after pill has been available since 2002, subject to sex education for
minors. The Abortion Act of 1970 was amended and the access to abotrtion on women’s
request rather than obstetricians since 2023. Moreover, the amendment to the Child
Protection Act in 1983 led to a legal ban on the corporal punishment against children as
of 1984. Subsequent social awareness campaigns have continued to change social norms
around parenting over the last 40 years. Most parents/caregivers no longer tolerate the use
of force or corporal punishment to discipline their children (Paasivirta, 2021). The
prohibition of corporal punishment applies not only to the family, but also to schooling,
and the status of children’s rights has been improved through establishment of child
ombudsperson since 2004. The significance of Finnish policy and institutional reform
achievements and challenges for other countries will be further examined in later
discussions.

3.2 The case of Japan

In Japan the official statistics on child abuse began to be compiled in 1990, and the
U.N. Convention of the Right of the Child was ratified in 1994. As the cases of child
maltreatment were increasingly reported to officialdom since the 1990s, the Japanese
government established a committee for investigating the child homicide cases since 2004.
The committee publishes annual reports but result in a stalemate. As shown in Figure 2,
there have been reported some cases of infanticide and neonaticide and the situation
remains in a state of deadlock, with no decisive move having made.

In Japan corporal punishment against children was legally banned in 2020 through
the amendments to the Child Welfare Act that came into force in 2022. In a sense, social
awareness of the issue on child maltreatment was slow to develop. After Japan ratified the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1994, the UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child has delivered to the Japanese Government the concerns and recommendations
regarding the rights of the child in Japan. The Committee has for years addressed some
issues of reproductive rights as well as child protection as urgent matters to be corrected,
most recently in the concluding observations of 2019. In addition to the issues on the
rights of the child, some practices in medical sector have been less women-friendly:
abortion costs much and curettage is being used in abortion surgery even though the
method is no longer recommended elsewhere. It took a long time before oral
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contraceptives became available, and the Government has been reluctant to unleash after-

pills.
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Figure 2. 'The number of child homicide cases in Japan (2005-2023, in number)
Source: data published by Kodomokatei-cho (Children and Families Agency) 2024.

3.3 Discussion

In the light of the social transformations that have transpired in the latter half of
the twentieth century, a notable disparity has emerged between Finland and Japan with
respect to the evolution of their systems, policies, and social norms concerning
reproductive rights, child-rearing and child protection. It appears meaningful to scrutinize
not only whether the number of reported child homicide cases is increasing or decreasing,
but also how these child deaths occur. Japan’s position is different from Finland’s in terms
of nonattainment of eradication of neonaticide and this implies a flaw in Japanese maternal
and child health services as well as child social welfare.

The maternal and child health services in Finland adopt a population-based
approach, encompassing the entire population including vulnerable social groups. The
Finnish public health nurses specialize in maternal and child health throughout their
working career and conduct continuous and consistent commitments with their clients
individually. They are also responsible for infant immunization programmes and
developmental screening. In this respect, the current Finnish maternal and child health
clinical practice is redefined to be person-centred through dialogue for building
trustworthy relationship with mothers, which shows a cultural transformation.

In Japan, the provisions of maternal and child health services are, similarly to
Finland, based on a population-based, but the influence of the medical model is so
dominant that the effects of support and intervention from the pregnancy period to eatly
childhood tend to be limited to medical aspects with little attention to dialogical
communications. The Japanese municipal public health nurses do not specialise in
maternal and child health; rather, they regulatly transition between various departments
another every few years, according to generalist approach to public health services. Limited
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staffing of Japanese municipal public health nurses is related to the characteristics of the
liberal welfare regime, which minimises the public sector.

In maternal and child health services in Japan multidisciplinary divisions of labour
have been maintained. Vaccinations are administered by paediatricians, while it is
psychologists who are in charge of developmental testing for infants and small children.
Obstetricians hardly embody a social model but play a pivotal role in monitoring the health
of expectant mothers, facilitating regular medical check-ups. In a sense, the system is
designed in such a way that users may easily be disconnected from continuous and
trustworthy communications with service providers, which can be regarded as an
institutional risk, particularly with regard to vulnerable social groups.

As the health care services in both countries are in the top-level in the world, other
aspects than health and medical care need also be considered as possible reasons for
persistence of neonaticide in Japan (see Table 1)

Table 1: The sexual reproductive rights and child’s rights in Finland and Japan

Finland Japan

oral contraceptives as of 1962 as of 1999
as  of 2000 (from 2002

commercially available)

after-pill as of 2011

amended abortion law 1970; | maternal protection law
abortion 2023 revised (doctor’s decision)
(upon women’s request)

sex education (schools) comprehensive restrictive

involvement of professionals | maternal and child health | medical clinics and hospitals

from pregnancy to infancy nenvola (public health nurse) (medical model)
total fertility rate*® 1.25 1.15

infant mortality rate** 1.81 1.77

lengl prohibition -of corporal 1984 2020
punishment of children

children's ombudsperson 2004 not available

*Official statistics in respective countries in 2024; **UNICEF date of 2023

In Japan in official reports on child homicide cases the pregnancies in question used
to be called ‘unwanted/unplanned pregnancy’ but has been replaced to
‘unexpected/unplanned pregnancy’ since 2017. The 20th Report on the Results of Verification
of Child Abuse Deaths and Other Cases, published by the Children and Families Agency in
September 2024, explains this change of terminology for the sake of a more objective and
neutral examination. In the meantime, once a case of infanticide or neonaticide is
discovered, police arrest the woman on charges of abandoning a corpse, and a trial is held
in court. The media often criticize the perpetrator only, excluding other possible parties
out of scope. Even if the woman has a male partner or parents who may have been directly
or indirectly involved in concealing the crime, their conspiracy is usually overlooked.
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Gender bias prevents public attention from being paid to the existence of other
stakeholders than the arrested women.

The woman committed to infanticide or neonaticide concealed pregnancy, and
those around her such as partner or parents state they had no idea of her pregnancy.
Negishi (2022) points out that the woman concealed her pregnancy, not only because she
did not want others to know, but also because those around her did not want to accept
that she is pregnant against social norms. From the aspect of the pregnancy being
‘unwanted’ by those around her as well as by herself, the woman was being forced to
conceal her pregnancy and remained silent about her deviation from social norms. An
‘unwanted pregnancy’ can be thought to mean not only that the woman herself does not
want, but also that the society does not want her to be pregnant. In other words, ‘stigma’
is at work against those pregnancies while being too young and unmarried or out of
wedlock. However, the aforementioned verification reports do not refer to stigma nor to
social norms that might have influenced the cases. (Negishi, 2022; Ueno, 2018).

It is suggested that unwanted pregnancy is not merely a matter of personal values,
but rather that in the Japanese legal system in which pregnancy and childbirth are deeply
linked to the framework of the marriage system, easily leading to the reproduction of
stigma. Recent legal reforms, following court cases, have eliminated discriminatory
treatment of illegitimate children (children born outside of marriage) and promoted
equality in inheritance, but the negative view of pregnancy and birth outside of marriage
has not yet been fundamentally eliminated. In addition, gender norms as a social norm
incorporate motherhood into femininity in the theory of essentialism, and even in media
reports of unwanted pregnancies and births, the focus is primarily on women, with the
involvement of men and fathers tending to be invisible.

In Japan, when it comes to issues that existing systems and policies are not able to
adequately address, such as child abuse deaths, emergency and short-term support from
private organizations and medium- to long-term system reforms by the government are
often carried out simultaneously. As mentioned at the beginning in this article, given the
differences in welfare regimes between Japan and Finland, Japan has a strong preference
for small government, and the effects of reforms through government initiatives alone,
such as guidelines and legal reforms, will be limited. The developments in Finland suggest
that social systems and cultures regarding pregnancy, childbirth, and child-rearing can
change, and that stigma that influences people's behaviours and thoughts is not necessarily
permanent. Furthermore, the driving force for change is not necessarily limited to
government initiative, as can be seen from the fact that many of Finland's outstanding
initiatives in maternal and child health and social welfare have their roots in private and
civil society activities at the local and grassroots levels, and that research has examined the
effectiveness of such activities.

Some countries such as France and Germany have introduced anonymous and
confidential births and emergency admissions as waterfront operation for preventing
infanticide and neonaticide. In Japan, such measures are available only in a few locations
(Yamagata et al, 2019). In addition to post-incident responses, preventive policy
interventions are needed to reduce the psychological and physical barriers that distance
pregnant women at risk from help.
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4. Concluding remarks

The long-term trends of infanticide rates increasing or decreasing among different
countries urge us to carefully consider the complex social factors involved child homicide
and maltreatment, as no single hypothesis can be applied universally. From the case studies
of Finland and Japan, it became clear that economic affluence and medicalization of
childbirth are part of the factors. Despite their importance as basic framework for well-
being, it is meaningful to shed light on to other factors and other levels in order to enhance
our understanding on social formation of child homicide, especially infanticide and
neonaticide in the contemporary industrialized countries.

Social norms lie at the root of practices surrounding childbirth, family relations and
childcare. They also play a significant role in the way the media reports incidents of child
abuse death, identifying women with ‘unwanted pregnancies’ solely to be responsible for
the incidents. Other individuals who may have been involved in the incidents, such as male
partners or other family members close to the women, often remain invisible. However,
the issues of stigma and gender bias surrounding pregnancy, childbirth and child-rearing
are not considered in the annual post-mortem investigations of child abuse deaths in Japan.
In a sense such silence itself represents power of social norms.

Contrasting Japan with Finland reveals distinctive features in the status of
reproductive rights of women as well as children’s rights. In Japan, urgent and short-term
help and support often rely on private organisations, when the existing systems and
policies do not adequately respond to the issues such as child abuse and deaths. As noted
in the introduction, given the differences between the Japanese and Finnish welfare
regimes, the strong orientation towards small government in Japan means that government
initiatives such as guidelines and legal reforms alone are likely to have a limited effect on
reform. On the other hand, developments in Finland suggest that both social institutions
and culture can change with regard to pregnancy, childbirth and child rearing. Stigmas
acting on people’s behaviour and thinking are not necessarily permanent. The fact that the
drivers of change are not necessarily limited to government initiatives can also be seen
from the fact that many of the best initiatives in maternal and child health and social
welfare in Finland have sprouted from private and civil society activities at the local and
grassroots level, and research studies have examined the effectiveness of such activities
and suggested policy alternatives for reforms.

All of these issues are deeply connected to the social norms and culture surrounding
pregnancies, childbirth and childcare. In order to discuss the factors that protect children
from maltreatment and ensure their safe upbringing, it is essential to consider not only
institutional and policy responses, human resources, and communal networks, but also the
underlying social norms and values, i.e. cultural aspects. Social discourse is considered to
function as a catalyst for societal and cultural transformation, giving rise to novel
movements that aspire to subvert conventional prejudices and practices. In such
circumstances where reproductive rights are not respected and where the lives and
development of children are not properly protected, culture or cultural traditions cannot
be referred to as excuse for hindering change. Rather, it is meaningtul to reinterpret culture
as a source of change toward a more desirable situation — a safer world with less
maltreatment - in the search for social and cultural sustainability.
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