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A Comparative Study_ of Technology Assessment
in the United States and Japan

Kenkichiro Koizumi

The concept of technology assessment (TA) became widely known in the late 1960’s when pollu-
tion and other environmental problems were beginning to become visible. Its aim was and is to
assess newly-emerging technologies so as to foresee possible negative impact on society and there-
by to take preventativé action.

Such adverse effects of technology on the quality of people’s lives became a sensitive issue that
politicians in the United States had to face or else lose elections. In 1972 TA became firmly
established in the political system of the United States and was institutionalized by the creation of
the Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), not as an arm of the executive branch of gov-
ernment, but as a congressional office.

By contrast, when the concept was first imported to Japan it was warmly welcomed in some
* circles, but interest soon waned. One factor in the cooling of interest was the energy crisis of
1973. In my view, however, this was an external but not the essential cause of Japan’s negative
reaction to TA.

The primary structural impediment to efféctive TA in Japan lies within the political structure
wherein governmental agencies are responsible for both promotion as well as regulation. This
same jurisdictional structure was adopted for TA despite the fact that it led inevitably to a “fox
guarding the chickens” milieu in which effective TA is impossible. Since the Japanese political
structure, where promotion and regulation go hand-in-hand, is unlikely to change, some new
Japanese approach must be devised to assure a responsible maturing of science and technology
within Japanese culture.

This paper does not propose the imitation of the highly successful OTA of the United States
but, through a comparative study of the US and Japan experience with TA, it discusses the
reasons for its failure in Japan and gives a rationale for the establishment of some Japanese type

of TA as a necessity for the future well-being of Japanese society.
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