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This document accompanies the presentation delivered by Koji Sekiguchi and provides a comprehensive
summary of the importance of the Japanese koseki (family register) system in genealogical research. It
aims to help audience members understand what the koseki is, how it works, and how to access and

utilize it for tracing Japanese ancestry.

Japan’s Longstanding Recordkeeping Traditions

Japan’s history of keeping population records spans several centuries, often in forms different from what
researchers may be used to. Where Western genealogists often rely on church registries or census records,
Japan's population records include Buddhist death registers and land registries dating back centuries.
Among these Japanese records, the modern koseki, established in 1872, stands out for its accuracy and

consistency. It stands as one of the most valuable tools for genealogical research in Japan.

Understanding the Koseki System

The koseki is a comprehensive family register that combines vital records commonly maintained
separately in the West—details of birth, marriage, death, and adoption—into one centralized document.
Unlike Western documents organized by individual, the koseki is structured by family units, allowing
researchers to trace ancestral lines back more than 200 years. Due to its inclusion of multiple generations
and reliability regarding vital statistics, it is considered essential for anyone conducting Japanese

genealogical research.

Structure and Format of the Koseki
Each koseki record begins with the head of the household and includes all family members, their
relationships to the head, and notable life events such as births, marriages, and deaths. Recent versions are

typed and more accessible, while older ones are handwritten.
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Requirements for Accessing a Koseki

Accessing a koseki requires three specific things: the ancestor's name written in kanji, their permanent
domicile (honseki chi), and proof of relationship such as a birth certificate. Due to Japanese privacy laws,
only direct descendants are legally permitted to request these documents. These requirements are non-

negotiable and essential for legal and successful access.

Challenges in Accessing Koseki Records

Common challenges include identifying the correct kanji characters for a name, as Romanized versions
often vary significantly and may reflect clerical errors or phonetic approximations. Furthermore, koseki
records are stored locally, not nationally, across approximately 2,000 municipal offices in Japan. Without

knowing the honseki (permanent domicile), locating the appropriate office becomes difficult.

Leveraging Koseki for Broader Research

Once obtained, the koseki provides new pathways for further research. Kanji names combined with vital
dates can enable database searches within Japanese archives, historical newspapers, and national libraries.
The honseki reveals geographic origins, offering access to local museums and records. Additionally,
extended family members listed in the koseki can potentially lead to the discovery of distant relatives and

oral history sources.

Final Thoughts
The koseki system is not only a valuable genealogical tool but also a bridge between generations and
cultures. With the right information and a little persistence, you can uncover deep connections to your

Japanese heritage.
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