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Abstract  

The rapid ageing of Japan’s population is occurring in the midst of 

accelerating social change, causing a rethinking about what it means to grow 

old. Some older Japanese are pioneering new models for ageing through their 

involvement in groups known as time banks. These are non-profit 

organizations which trade time, a universal possession, rather than 

conventional currency for services. Time given in volunteering is banked for 

future redemption as assistance for the giver, with points paid per hour. This 

first study of the impact of time banks on the lives of older Japanese members 

aims to chart how such groups can help both their senior members and society 

as a whole. 

 

Time banks now exist across the globe but the world’s first time bank was 

established in 1973 by a Japanese woman. She aspired to create a new form of 

currency that could give people greater control of their lives and foster 

warmer community links. The benefits that older time bank members derive 

include formation of new friendship networks to replace those lost by 

retirement and the chance to use old skills and learn new ones. Time banks 

can generate a new form of social capital that fosters traditional Japanese 

reciprocity and has ikigai or ‘sense of meaning in life’ as one of its main 

pillars. 

 

This research is based on both three-months of fieldwork in Japan and an 

extensive literature review in Japanese, English and Chinese. It has been by 

aided by accessibility to the thoughts of the founders of four major time banks 

through their books and also by their group web sites. My study follows on 

from an MPhil thesis that compared ageing in China and Japan and draws on 

my experience living in Japan for 10 years between 1979 and 1991 in both 

Kansai and Kanto.  
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The literature indicates that social participation is a crucial component for 

maintaining both psychological and physical health in the later years. While 

this is a qualitative study and there is yet to be a qualitative review of the 

effects of time banks in Japan, feedback I received from older members of the 

first time bank shows that time banks can foster a meaningful later life.  

 

The 21st century has been dubbed that of the aged as greater mass longevity 

boosts their numbers to unprecedented levels. This thesis questions whether 

organizations such as time banks can make a significant difference to the 

quality of life that older people enjoy in this new era. The theoretical 

framework examines whether the social exchange that these groups nurture 

can enhance the social capital of their communities, creating a positive image 

for ageing. 
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