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Attitudes to Marriage and Childbearing  

Ekaterina Hertog 

Over the past several decades Japanese society has experienced significant shifts in family 

formation trends. Of particular interest for this chapter are marriage and childbearing delays, 

increased rates of divorce, rising rates of lifelong singlehood, growth in childlessness rates, 

and fertility rates falling far below two children per woman. These have occurred although 

the large majority of unmarried men and women say that they intend to marry at some point, 

few people explore alternative partnership forms, few express a desire to remain childless, 

almost all children are born within marriages, and the large majority of men and women state 

that they want to have two children (NIPSSR 2015).  

The limited attitudinal change against the background of major behavioural shifts 

presents us with a puzzle. Aiming to make sense of it, this chapter will discuss current 

research on marriage and childbearing attitudes and relate them to the realities of marriage 

and childbearing in contemporary Japan. My two primary goals in this chapter are (a) to 

describe the attitudes to marriage and childbearing in Japan, noting continuities and changes; 

and (b) to summarise the conflicting material and normative pressures associated with 

marriage, and how these are reflected in men’s and women’s attitudes to it. 

Marriage remains the only socially and normatively sanctioned way of having 

children in Japan (Hertog 2009) and the link between the two has been strengthening in the 

past years: more people think of children as the main benefit of marriage and a growing 

number of couples marry only after conceiving a child (NIPSSR 2015). Consequently, this 

chapter will discuss attitudes to marriage and childbearing together, as the two are intimately 

linked by the widespread assumption that a marriage will be shortly followed by children.  
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Theoretical framework 

Much of the prior research on changes in family formation relies on the second demographic 

transition (SDT) theory. This theory argues that growing individualisation of attitudes to 

family formation is the core factor behind withdrawal from marriage and diversification of 

families in developed countries (e.g. Lesthaeghe 1983). The proponents of the SDT 

framework argue that it is universally applicable (e.g. Lesthaeghe 2014), though the evidence 

from East Asia, especially Japan, has not been fully consistent with its claims (e.g. Lee et al. 

2010). This framework expects continuous liberalisation and individualisation of attitudes, 

although it concedes that the pace of change may be different depending on the cultural and 

structural legacy in a given society.  

Indicating a potential shortcoming in the general applicability of the SDT framework, 

Lee, Tufis and Alwin (2010: 186) argue that economic and socio-institutional environment 

influence not only the pace, but also the direction of change when it comes to attitudes to 

gender equality in Japan. In a marked departure from the SDT predictions, Lee et. al. find that 

while views about the consequences of women’s labour market participation and gender 

ideology have become more egalitarian between 1994 and 2002 in Japan, beliefs about the 

importance of women’s work have become more conservative. They attribute the traditional 

attitudes to women’s work to the persistent tax disincentives to women’s employment, 

limited career opportunities available to women, lack of affordable childcare, and 

professionalisation of the housewife role. At the same time Lee, Tufis and Alwin report that 

both men and women have become more accepting of women’s earnings and the change has 

been particularly rapid for men, potentially reflecting the economic reality that makes the sole 

breadwinner role onerous. In a similar challenge to the predictions of the SDT framework, 

this chapter argues that in Japan marriage remains a “package” of gender-specific 
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expectations and obligations structured and reinforced by the normative and institutional 

environment (Bumpass et al. 2009) and is evaluated as such. 

To explain the links between the labour market and welfare context and the attitudes 

to marriage and childbearing this chapter will draw on the work of McDonald (McDonald 

2000; 2013) and Oppenheimer, Kalmjin, and Lim (1997). McDonald’s gender equity theory 

emphasizes the conflict between the growing opportunities open to women outside families 

and the homemaker role they are expected to play after marriage. This conflict shapes, among 

other things, their attitudes and transitions to marriage and childbearing. I will use 

Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim’s work to extend McDonald’s approach to men. I will 

describe the way the conflict between casting men as main breadwinners despite shrinking 

labour market opportunities makes traditional marriages seem undesirable or out of reach to 

many Japanese men. 

Locating men’s and women’s marriage and childbearing attitudes within the changing social 

context, I will demonstrate how the persistently gendered expectations associated with family 

formation have become unattractive to well-educated young men and women as well as 

untenable in a growing proportion of partnerships. The declining desirability and feasibility 

of the Japanese “marriage package” and the dearth of viable alternatives to it explains, in my 

view, the paradox of withdrawal from family formation against the high desirability of 

marriage and childbearing in Japan today. 

Existing research on marriage attitudes primarily focuses on women, as their 

expanding access to education and employment is believed to make traditional marriage and 

family arrangements unattractive to them. The same arrangements are seen as beneficial or 

even essential to men (e.g. Kaufman and Goldscheider 2007), and therefore men’s desire for 

traditional gendered marriage often remains unquestioned. Research highlighting the 

difficulties of being the sole breadwinner in a modern economy, however, questions these 
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assumptions (Oppenheimer 2003; Oppenheimer et al. 1997). This overview will therefore 

give equal weight to men’s and women’s attitudes. 

 

Marriage and childbearing in postwar Japan 

As indicated in the introduction, Japanese marriage and childbearing behaviours shifted 

dramatically between the 1970s and 2015, with the pace of change accelerating from the mid-

1980s to the early 1990s. The average age of first marriage has risen from 27 to 31 for men 

and from 24 to 29 for women, while the total fertility rate fell from 2.13 to 1.45 between 

1970 and 2015. Among 50-year-old men in 2015, 23 per cent have never been married, up 

from 1.7 per cent in 1970, when marriage was virtually universal. This change is all the more 

dramatic in Japan where singlehood almost invariably means childlessness. Unlike 

singlehood in other post-industrialised countries where young people are increasingly opting 

for alternative partnership forms, in Japan singlehood often entails “effective singlehood” that 

involves celibacy and lack of social interaction with members of the opposite sex in general 

(Jones 2007). 

 

Table 1 Marriage and childbearing trends 

 

Year TFR b) Mean age first 

marriage b) 

 

Mean 

age at 

first 

birth b) 

Children 

born 

within 3 

years of 

marriage 

b) 

         (%) 

Never married by 

50 a) 

 

 

 

 

                        (%) 

Children 

born 

outside 

marriage 

b)  

 

          (%) 
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  Men Women Women  Men Women  

1970 2.13 26.9 24.2 25.6 89.1 1.7% 3.33 0.93 

1975 1.91 27 24.7 25.7 90.5 2.12 4.32 0.8 

1980 1.75 27.8 25.2 26.4 88.7 2.6 4.45 0.8 

1985 1.76 28.2 25.5 26.7 88.6 3.89 4.32 0.99 

1990 1.54 28.4 25.9 27.0 87.2 5.57 4.33 1.07 

1995 1.42 28.5 26.3 27.5 84.5 8.99 5.10 1.24 

2000 1.36 28.8 27 28.0 82.2 12.57 5.82 1.63 

2005 1.26 29.8 28 29.1 77.6 15.96 7.25 2.03 

2010 1.39 30.5 28.8 29.9 76 20.14 10.61 2.15 

2015 1.45 31.1 29.4 30.7 73.1 23.37 14.06 2.29 

Sources: a) (Statiatics Bureau, various years) 

b) (MHLW, various years)  

As a result, later and fewer marriages mean fewer children that tend to be born later. The 

spacing between children has also lengthened. In the 1970s almost 90 per cent of all children 

were born within 3 years after marriage. By 2015, this figure had fallen to 73 per cent. The 

link between marriage and childbearing, however, has remained strong throughout these 

years with only 2.29 per cent of children born outside marriage in 2015, up from 0.93 per 

cent in 1970. 

These family formation trends take place against the background of high gender 

inequality in the public and in the domestic spheres. While the gender gap in education has 

almost closed, gender inequality in the labour market is pervasive. Women continue to form 

the bulk of precarious labour, there is a persistent gender gap in wages, maternal employment 

rates remain low, there are few female senior managers, and virtually no women on company 
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boards (Estévez-Abe 2013; Nemoto 2016; Yu 2009). In 2017 Japan ranked 114th out of 144 

countries in the Global Gender Gap Report, a testament to its low levels of gender equality. 

Starting in the 1990s the Japanese state has made significant improvements regarding 

policies aimed at encouraging equal employment opportunities for both men and women and 

to help parents (mostly mothers) to combine work and family. Yet the effectiveness of such 

policies has been limited (Brinton and Mun 2016). In 2003 Japan ranked lowest among 33 

countries in terms of public childcare availability (Fuwa and Cohen 2007), and wives there 

shouldered the largest proportion of housework. In 2015 The Economist rated Japan as the 

third worst economy in which to be a working mother in the OECD (The Economist Data 

Team 2016). In Japan it is still common for women to quit full-time jobs upon childbearing 

and return to the labour market only several years later, often into dead-end jobs. Women’s 

limited career opportunities are related to the heavy demands of the “second shift,” as wives 

continue to be responsible for virtually all housework and care work in married couples 

(Hertog, Kan, Shirakawa, and Chiba 2018), and the norms of intensive maternal investment 

in children remain strong (e.g. Allison 2000). Consequently, married women with children 

still have to rely on their husbands’ earnings as their own careers remain precarious and 

marriage and childbearing tend to be followed by numerous new responsibilities.  

At the same time, the bursting of Japan’s economic bubble has meant that men’s 

ability to be the sole providers in their families has diminished. Over the past two decades, 

the average income of even full-time employed men as well as the number of full-time jobs 

available to recent graduates fell, while unemployment rates for young men and long-term 

unemployment among these men have gone up (Brinton 2011; Genda and Hoff 2005; 

MHLW 2013). Women’s improved educational attainment and increasing labour-market 

participation have also meant that marriages with similar or higher status men are harder to 

achieve. The female preferences for “marrying up” (Raymo and Iwasawa 2005; Shirahase 
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2014) mean that men with low qualifications are at a particular disadvantage in the marriage 

market (Raymo and Iwasawa 2005). 

Table 2 Trends in social and economic indicators in Japan 

Year Enrolment in 4-year 

university degrees b) 

(%) 

Labour 

force 

participation 

rate a) 

Percent working 

in irregular jobs b) 

Gender 

wage gap 

(for regular 

employees) b) 

Percent of 

Housework 

contribution 

c) 

 Men Women Women  

(15-64) 

Women Men  Men 

1970 27.3 6.5 53.4     

1975 41 12.7 49.7     

1980 39.3 12.3 52.5     

1985 38.6 13.7 54.5     

1990 33.4 15.2 57.1 38.1 8.8 60.2  

1995 40.7 22.9 58.4 39.1 8.9 62.5  

2000 47.5 31.5 59.6 46.4 11.7 65.5 1998: 11.3 

2005 51.3 36.8 60.8 52.5 17.7 65.9 2003: 13.5 

2010 56.4 45.2 63.2 53.8 18.9 69.3 2008: 14.5 

2015 55.4 47.4 66.7 56.3 21.9 72.2 2013: 14.9 

Sources: a) (OECD 2017) 

b) (Gender Equality Bureau 2017) 

c) (NIPSSR 2013)  

These socio-economic changes make traditional marriages, where a wife becomes a 

homemaker while the husband is the main or even the only breadwinner, impractical and 

often impossible. Yet, as women continue to face obstacles to combining careers with 
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families, no clear alternative to the traditional marriage script has emerged, leading to a “drift 

into singlehood” (Schoppa 2006; Yoshida 2016). 

 

Attitudes to marriage 

The Second Demographic Transition theory expects women’s greater participation in the 

public sphere and withdrawal from marriages and childbearing in Japan to be connected via 

the individualisation of attitudes to family formation. For example, Bumpass, Rindfuss, Choe, 

and Tsuya write “As the tension continues to build between traditional expectations and 

changing behaviours, Japanese attitudes are increasingly accepting of behaviours once 

strongly disapproved, and marriage and childbearing are increasingly being seen as 

discretionary” (2009: 229; see also Lesthaeghe 2014).  

Table 3 Attitudes to marriage and childbearing 

 Plan to marry one day a) It is not desirable to 

spend one’s life staying 

single a) 

Once married one 

should not divorce just 

because of character 

incompatibility a) 

 

Year Men Women Men Women Men Women 

1987 91.8 92.9     

1992 90 90.2 65.3 57.6 68 57 

1997 85.9 89.1 57.7 49.1 62 47 

2002 87 88.3 60.9 53 66 53 

2005 87 90 64 56 69.0 58.3 

2010 86.3 89.4 64 57 72.3 62.2 

2015 85.7 89.3 64.7 58.2 69.2 59.7 
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 If a couple lives together 

they should get married 

a) 

A married couple should 

have children a) 

Desired number of 

children b) 

 Men Women Men Women  

1987     2.23 

1992 78.5 72.6 88 85 2.18 

1997 69.0 59.3 78 71 2.16 

2002 71.6 60.3 76 69 2.13 

2005 73.9 62.9 79 69 2.11 

2010 73.5 67.4 72.3 62.2 2.07 

2015 74.7 70.5 75.4 67.4 2.01 

Note: a) Single men and women aged 18-34  

 b) Married men and women less than 50 years of age 

Sources: (NIPSSR 2005, 2010, 2015) 

As expected within the SDT framework, marriage in postwar Japan has been redefined as a 

matter of personal choice. Arranged marriages are rare have become rare, more people agree 

with the statement that “marriage is not absolutely necessary,” and progressively fewer 

people see social acceptance as one of the benefits of the married state (MHLW 2013: 61, 70, 

73; NIPSSR 2015). In spite of this ostensible freedom, changes in other attitudes and plans 

towards family formation have at most been moderate (see also Kamano 2013). The desire to 

get married remains high and most couples state that they would like to have more than 2 

children. A number of marriage and family attitudes have experienced U-turns. In 2015 

roughly as many people as in 1992 agreed that remaining single for life is not a good life 

choice, that divorce is a step not to be taken for such a simple reason as character 
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incompatibility, and that if a couple lives together, they should get married (see Table 3). 

There is no evidence that cohabitation is becoming a viable alternative to marriage as a 

majority of men and women believe children should be born within marriages (NIPSSR 

2015). Cohabitation with a loved one, having a family, and having children were the top three 

reasons for getting married cited by men and women in 2014 (MHLW 2014). Fewer people 

believe that a married couple has to have children, but the proponents of this view still form a 

large majority of single men and women.  

The one sphere where we see a major change is the belief that used to consign women to the 

home after marriage. This belief has weakened substantially, especially the perception that 

after marriage the husband should work while the wife should focus on the household. This 

view was supported by 60 per cent of unmarried men and 50 per cent of unmarried women in 

1992 but is now espoused by only about 30 per cent of single men and women.  

Table 4. Expectations of marriage 

YEAR Even after 

marriage one 

should have their 

own goals 

It is natural to 

sacrifice half of 

one’s 

individuality and 

way of life after 

marriage 

After marriage 

the husband 

should work 

outside and the 

wife should take 

care of the 

household 

When the 

children are 

small the wife 

should not work 

 Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 

1972     83a) 84a)   

1992 76.4 78.3 44.7 36.4 61.7 49.7 87.5 87.4 

1997 76.5 80.3 45.9 32.6 45.8 31.5   

2002 77.3 81.3 51.8 35.4 40.3 28.9 76.4 77.1 
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2005 80.2 84.9 56.7 40.1 36.2 28.7 75.9 77.8 

2010 81.2 82.4 58.2 45.4 36.0 31.9 73.3 75.4 

2015 83.8 88.4 59.3 47.2 30.7 28.6 69.8 73.0 

Sources: a) Retherford, Ogawa, and Sakamoto (1996) 

Everything else (NIPSSR 2005, 2010, 2015) 

 

The traditional division of labour within married families is becoming less desirable and less 

expected. The majority of singles would like to form families where the wife either quits her 

job temporarily and then returns to the labour market, or where husband and wife both pursue 

their careers throughout their married lives. In 2015 73 per cent of women said that this 

would be an ideal life course after marriage, with 64 per cent of single women planning to 

achieve such an arrangement. 74 per cent of men would like to have working wives (NIPSSR 

2015). 

 

Figure 1. Women’s perceptions of ideal work-life balance arrangements after marriage 

 

 

Figure 2. Work-life balance actually expected by women after marriage 
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Figure 3. Work-life balance desired by men after marriage 

 

Sources: (NIPSSR 2005, 2010, 2015) 

Women’s preference for becoming housewives after marriage or childbearing stopped falling 

in 1997, possibly reflecting their continuously high levels of contribution to housework and 

childrearing (see Table 2). The proportion of men and women who believe that mothers 

rather than anyone else should take care of young children fell but is still close to 70 per cent 

for both genders. The economic reality, however, meant that women’s expectation to be able 
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to be housewives continued to fall, with only 7.5 per cent of women expecting to become 

housewives in 2015.  

Men’s attitudes to their future wives’ labour market participation changed even faster 

and more dramatically than women’s own views between 1987 and 2015. While women were 

less likely than men to support gender specialisation within marriage in the 1980s and 1990s 

(Raymo and Iwasawa 2008), the situation had reversed by 2015 (see also Lee et al. 2010). In 

2015 only around 10 per cent of men felt that having a non-working wife was desirable, 

fewer men than women believed that when children are small their mother should not work, 

and the difference in the proportion of men and women agreeing with the statement “after 

marriage the husband should work outside and the wife should take care of the household” 

has narrowed to 2 per cent, down from 12 per cent in 1992. Moreover, several studies have 

found a positive association between women’s earning power and their progression to 

marriage in recent cohorts (N. Fukuda 2016: 69-70; S. Fukuda 2013), suggesting that these 

women are in demand in the marriage market. This change in relative attitudes seems to 

reflect men’s growing unwillingness to be the only earners and women’s increased scepticism 

about their ability to balance work and family responsibilities in the absence of meaningful 

help from their husbands at home. I will discuss these two mechanisms in the following 

sections. 

 

The importance of earning power  

While single-earner families are a rarity in today’s Japan, husbands are still expected to be 

the main breadwinners, and a life-course where the wife quits her job temporarily to focus on 

the household while the children are young is still the most expected and the most desired 

arrangement (see Figures 1-3). The traditional division of labour is reinforced through 

extended family, marriage websites (Dalton and Dales 2016), popular culture (Matanle, 
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Ishiguro, and McCann 2014), the press (Bobrowska and Conrad 2017), state policies (OECD 

2015), and company practices (Nagase and Brinton 2017). 

In this environment, young men who have not secured regular full-time employment 

status are at an extreme disadvantage. Cook (2014) demonstrates that these men wish to get 

married but feel they cannot do so unless they change their employment status . Following 

the traditional gender script, these men are adamant “though often conflicted—that on 

marriage men have to become the main breadwinner” (Cook 2013: 38). Using a survey of 

10,000 regular and non-regular unmarried male employees, Uchino, Iijima, and Takahashi 

(2013) report that these men have similar perceptions about marriage and family, but non-

regular employees are passive when it comes to pursuing marriage and this attitude is 

associated with their anxiety about employment and income status in the future (see also 

NIPSSR 2015).  

Such attitudes are reinforced by these men’s current or prospective female partners (Cook 

2013; Honda 2002). In Cook’s study women, irrespective of their own employment status, 

“made it clear that whilst they might date a man in irregular employment they would not 

marry or live with him unless he found stable work, regardless of their feelings” (2013: 38). 

An irregular job was seen as a sign of irresponsibility and incomplete transition to adulthood 

for men. Moreover, in a reflection of women’s own precarious labour market position, a 

marriage to a man who cannot assume financial responsibility for a family and may lose his 

job at short notice was perceived as too risky. Finally, many women felt that their parents 

would never allow such a match. The highly gender-unequal labour market environment 

remains unfavourable to women (Genda and Hoff 2005). It hence makes securing livelihood 

via traditional marriage a more straightforward choice for women than trying to maintain a 

career and be breadwinners in their own right (Mirza 2016). This reality may be behind the 

reversal in the liberalisation trends in many marriage-related attitudes recorded in Table 3.  
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Lower income and less stably employed men are therefore withdrawing from 

marriage faster than any other men (Piotrowski, Kalleberg, and Rindfuss 2015). Better 

earning men and women are also withdrawing from marriages but at a slower pace. Existing 

research indicates that the latter trend is associated with strongly prescribed gender roles 

within marriages, namely, reduction of personal freedom and autonomy in marriages. 

 

Work-life balance and perceived lack of freedom after marriage 

More than 80 per cent of single men and women in Japan believe that even after marriage 

individuals should be able to pursue their own goals (Table 4). In reality, however, they 

expect restrictions of their freedom and individuality after marriage, an expectation that has 

strengthened between 1992 and 2015. Unmarried men in regular employment see marriage as 

a constraint on their autonomy and free time, which are already limited by their often long 

working hours and work-centred lives (MHLW 2014; Nemoto, Fuwa, and Ishiguro 2013). 

There is somewhat more pressure on men to participate in family life, as around 80 per cent 

of wives said they believe that their husbands should share housework and childcare load 

with them in 2013, up from 74 per cent in 1993. Around 30 per cent of wives reported 

actively expecting men to help and 48 per cent expressed their dissatisfaction with the level 

of men’s involvement in domestic work (NIPSSR 2013). 

In reality men contributed around 14 per cent of total time spent on housework by the 

couple and around 20 per cent of time spent on childcare (NIPSSR 2013). The rate of 

increase of husbands’ contributions to domestic work has been glacial (Table 2). The 

mismatch between desire for greater equality at home and the persistently unequal reality is 

becoming an additional source of stress for regularly employed married men, who feel they 

should participate more in family life, but cannot do so because of their busy schedules (Taga 

2017). 
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As men’s working hours remain long, the main responsibility for domestic work falls 

onto women (e.g. Hidaka 2010; Nemoto 2008). Acess to childcare has made balancing work 

and family easier for women who work only part time and are able to secure a place in a 

nursery, but it the total paid and unpaid workload worse for women in full-time employment 

(Hertog 2018). Nursery waiting lists also remain long (Japanese Economy Information 

Division 2005; MHLW 2016). Moreover, there is no formal help available for much more 

time-intensive housework responsibilities. As a result, for women, marriage and childbearing 

are associated with loss of financial autonomy and a dramatic increase in domestic workload 

(MHLW 2014; Mirza 2016; Nemoto 2008). Women’s growing ambivalence about their 

caregiver roles was evident in a Mainichi Newspaper report on “The Japanese Population” 

(2000). According to this report, Japanese women’s belief that children taking care of aged 

parents is a “good custom” or a “natural duty” has been falling since the 1980s (N. Fukuda 

2016: 52). Women are also “voting with their feet” by having fewer children with husbands 

who do not help at home (Nagase and Brinton 2017) and avoiding marriages associated with 

particularly heavy care burdens (Yu and Hertog 2018). Fuwa (2014) directly links the 

incompatibility of work and family life in Japan with highly educated women’s negative 

attitudes to marriage. 

Given the realities of the Japanese labour market, men and women find it difficult to 

envisage a non-traditional division of labour in their future families and end up perpetuating 

the stereotypes of marriageability associated with the opposite sex. Several studies document 

both genders’ dissatisfaction with the dominant cultural roles prescribed for the members of 

their own sex within marriage – but combined with a persistent aspiration for partners who 

would conform to these norms (e.g. Nemoto 2008; Nemoto et al. 2013).  

The structural constraints that promote marriages as an exchange of gendered obligations, 

rather than an emotional bond, also diminish its value for personal fulfilment. Emotional 
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closeness is hard to achieve if husbands and wives spend much of the time operating in 

separate spheres as overtime work and work-related socialising for men, and domestic 

responsibilities for women, add up to keep them apart.  

 

Reduced marriage pressure  

Given the widespread dissatisfaction with and perceived drawbacks of marriage, detailed 

above, why would Japanese singles desire marriage at all? Wishing to have a family, wishing 

to have children, cohabiting with a loved one, and not wishing to be alone in one’s old age 

feature prominently for both men and women (MHLW 2013; NIPSSR 2015). This indicates 

that marriage remains the only way to secure life-long companionship with a non-relative. 

Wanting to reassure one’s parents and relatives is also important, suggesting that marriage, to 

some extent, remains a family enterprise. While somewhat more women than men aged 20 to 

39 note these reasons as important for them, the proportions of men and women choosing 

these answers are broadly similar (MHLW 2013).  

Today marriage is hardly seen as “optional” in Japan, the way it is in many developed 

western countries, but the social pressure to marry by a particular age has declined 

significantly in recent decades (Nemoto et al. 2013; Yoshida 2016). This opens a loophole 

that enables Japanese singles to proclaim their desire to eventually form families, while 

postponing the actual family formation to some point in the future (see Ezawa, in this 

volume). 

Given the structural constraints discussed above, for many singles marriage and 

childbearing seem both desirable and at the same time out of reach. In a 2014 survey of 

singles in seven OECD countries (Japan, South Korea, United States, UK, Germany, France, 

Sweden), the ratio of young people aged thirteen to twenty-nine who have the desire to be 

married and have children sooner than later was the second highest in Japan (following South 
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Korea). The ratio of those who expected to actually be married and raising children by the 

time they are forty ranked the lowest (Cabinet Office, 2014). 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In recent decades Japan has undergone a number of changes in its family formation trends, 

such as later and fewer marriages, growing divorce rates, and fewer children. A cursory look 

suggests that attitudinal changes have followed suit. Marriages have been re-defined as a 

matter of personal choice rather than a familial institution, and there has been a clear 

liberalisation of attitudes to married women’s participation in the labour market. A closer 

analysis of the available opinion polls reveals, however, that these were the only spheres 

where we observe individualisation and diversification of values related to family formation. 

We either see very limited change or a U-turn in attitudes related to marriage formation, 

many of which have been growing more conservative since the early 2000s.  

While men and women aspire to a more equal division of labour within marriages, the 

highly gendered labour market and the insufficient policies to support a work-family balance 

for husbands and wives continue to make these aspirations impractical. In these 

circumstances, an extreme division of labour, where the wife shoulders all the domestic work 

but does not have a stress of maintaining a career, seems to become more attractive to 

women. The worsening employment conditions for men, however, has led them to embrace 

the idea of working wives. At the same time, long working hours reduce husbands’ ability to 

support these future wives’ careers by helping with domestic work. This mismatch in 

marriage related aspirations has meant that single men and women remain open to the idea of 

marriage, and yet ambivalent when it comes to making the actual decision to marry and have 

a family. 
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This analysis indicates that structural constraints on the realities of the “marriage package” in 

contemporary Japan play a major role in influencing individual attitudes to family formation. 

Marriages based on equal division of labour at home and in the labour market are favoured by 

men and women as an ideal family situation. There is, however, a major gap between 

perceptions of ideal and realistic family arrangements, and this gap can be traced back to the 

institutionalized labour market constraints. Further analysis using raw data is necessary to 

provide more detail exploring these findings. 
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