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Introduction 
 

Unemployment and Its Detrimental Effects 

 

Since the Financial Crisis, the world economy has seriously suffered from a recession, and 

Japan was no exception. This crisis exacerbated Japanese labor markets as well. The unemploy-

ment rate peaked at 5.5% in July, 2009. However, it has since then declined gradually, and ac-

cording to the Labor Force Survey conducted by the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour and 

Welfare, the latest unemployment rate was 4.6% as of December 2011. It gives us an impression 

that the situation in labor markets has improved recently, thus resulting in a decline in the unem-

ployment rate. The essential issues of unemployment beyond numbers such as unemployment 

rates have been often overlooked. This special issue aims to address the extended effects of un-

employment on family, self-confidence, happiness, and attitude toward risk. 

This special issue starts with Konishi’s paper. The author raises two topics: the role of the 

legal benefits system for retirement risk in Japan, and the relationship between this benefits system 

and the employment system. Konishi explains the development of the legal benefits system for 

retirement risk from a historical viewpoint. The author points out that the definition of “unem-

ployment” has been unclear and that therefore, it is difficult to identify who is eligible to be “un-

employed” in the unemployment insurance system. The author claims that this problem remains 

unsolved. This problem induces to stretch the concept of unemployment too far, and the Em-

ployment Insurance Act allows us to extend the coverage to other risks, including retirement risk, 

as well as the coverage to unemployment risk. Putting it differently, the Employment Insurance Act 

has been convenient for both employers and employees to operate due to the ambiguous concept of 

unemployment. In particular, because this act allows us to pay unemployment benefits to the re-

tired, the act has contributed to mitigating employees’ resistance of retirement.  

Murakami investigated how a husband’s unemployment adversely affected the behaviors of 

his wife and other family members, using Japanese household data. The author’s finding is that a 

husband’s unemployment does not significantly worsen household expenditures from a short-term 

viewpoint. The author concludes that if the husband loses his job and income, he and his family 

raid their savings to maintain their current living standards for a while. Of course, it is difficult to 

maintain the current living standards in the long term under a more severe household budget con-

straint. The author then estimated how a harsh situation faced by the family, that is, the husband’s 

job loss, affects his wife’s behavior. The finding is that the wife facing her husband’s unemploy-

ment begins to work outside or increases hours of work to compensate for the loss of household 

income that the husband would have earned without his job loss. However, the unemployed hus-

band does not largely increase housework time. This result ensures that the division of labor by 

gender remains unchanged with a wife concentrating on housework, even though her husband 

becomes unemployed.     

The unemployed husband must not stagnate all day at home. He has to find a new job as 

soon as possible to support his family. Some unemployed find a new job immediately, others 



 

 

cannot do so. What are the differences in characteristics between these two types of unemployed? 

To identify these differences, Hirokawa aims to explore the psychological impact of job loss on 

unemployed workers’ mental state and incentive to work. The author interviewed seven persons 

who lost their job at foreign capital companies due to the 2008 financial crisis. He separated the 

seven persons into two groups. Three persons who used to work in foreign IT companies belong to 

Group A, and the rest of them who used to work in foreign financial companies belong to Group B. 

The author found through interviews that persons in Group A have great difficulty in overcoming a 

feeling of desperation caused by job loss, which thereby reduces the incentive to look for a new job. 

On the other hand, persons belonging to Group B easily and quickly overcome the feeling of 

desperation and aggressively look for a new job. Those in Group B positively interpret their job 

loss as a new opportunity to develop their career. The author concludes that the great difference in 

characteristics between Groups A and B is attributable to the extent of a positive way of thinking. 

Positive thinking can bring you to positive actions.  

The three persons belonging to Group A are expected to suffer from a feeling of unhappiness, 

thereby discouraging them from searching for a new job. It is often said that having a job does not 

only imply that rich daily life is secured but also gives workers their raison d’être. Those who lose 

their raison d’être by job loss must feel unhappy. Ohtake estimates determinants of happiness in 

Japan and focuses attention on the effect of unemployment on happiness. The author found that all 

else being equal, unemployment lowers the extent of happiness, which is consistent with that of 

previous studies. This implies that holding monthly income constant, the status of unemployment 

makes unemployed workers unhappy. One of the policy implications that the author suggests 

would rather be job creation than wealth redistribution. A job creation policy is more effective to 

increase the level of subjective well-being. 

Ohtake shows a positive correlation between unemployment and the extent of unhappiness. 

The strong feeling of unhappiness sometimes leads to the worst case, that is, suicide. Chen et al. 

explore the association between unemployment and suicide. Suicide is a cost that the whole society 

incurs because output that a person would have produced in the rest of his life if he had not com-

mitted suicide is not actually produced. The authors found that compared to other OECD countries, 

unemployment and income have a stronger effect on the suicide rate in Japan. In addition, the 

author found that using Japanese prefectural-level data, unemployment has a significant effect on 

the determinant of male suicide.  

Unemployment is just not an issue about own income loss, but affects one’s family’s daily 

life, one’s happiness, and sometimes the determination of the end of one’s life. The purpose of this 

special issue is to encourage readers to recognize both pecuniary and non-pecuniary effects of 

unemployment.  

 

Masaru Sasaki 

Osaka University 
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Legal Benefits System for Retirement Risk in Japan: Basic Structure 
and Relationship with the Employment System 

Yasuyuki Konishi  
Meiji University  

 
This paper studies the legal benefits system for retirement risk in Japan, while 
looking at its historical developments. It clarifies the following points. First, 
responding to the uniqueness of the concept of “unemployment” as a covered 
event has always been the task to cope with. In the debate over the legislation 
of the unemployment insurance system before the Second World War, the dif-
ficulty in recognizing unemployment and the likelihood of abusive claims of 
benefits were already pointed out. These problems have not yet been solved. 
Secondly, the legal benefits system for retirement risk has been associated with 
the employment system in Japan. The Employment Insurance Act, since its 
enactment, has provided the foundation for continuous employment, in tandem 
with the imposition of restrictions on dismissal. On the other hand, this system 
has sometimes served in mitigating the workers’ resistance to retirement 
through the payment of unemployment benefits, and in this respect, it has 
played a role in ensuring the “flexibility” of the employment system to a cer-
tain extent. 
 

I. Introduction 
 

In Japan, income security benefits for the unemployed have conventionally been 

composed of two benefit systems. One is the unemployment benefit system under the Em-

ployment Insurance Act, which relies on the principle of social insurance. The other is the 

public assistance system under the Public Assistance Act, which covers not only the unem-

ployed but a wide range of the poor and needy. In addition to these two systems that provide 

support for the unemployed, a new system for supporting job seekers has been established 

under the Act on Support for Job Seekers in Finding Jobs through the Implementation of 

Vocational Training, enacted in May 2011. Now, the Japanese unemployment benefits sys-

tem is comprised of three pillars. 

The job seekers support system is designed to provide job seekers who are unable to 

receive unemployment benefits with 100,000 yen per month for up to two years, on condi-

tion that their income and assets (on an individual/household basis) are below the specified 

levels and that they attend training sessions. It is regarded as a supplementary service of the 

employment insurance system; half its funds are paid by the government, and the remaining 

half is shared by labor and management. 

Thus, a drastic reform has been carried out in the system for providing benefits for the 

unemployed; however, it still remains as an important task to conduct a more fundamental 

review of the basic structure of the benefits system which covers unemployment risk and 
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retirement risk,1 in terms of the risks to be targeted and the framework to be applied in sys-

tem design. 

Furthermore, the benefits system for retirement risk sometimes affects the employ-

ment system built on the basis of policy measures and legal arrangements, and it is also 

sometimes affected by the employment system. Therefore, in order to study the benefits 

system for retirement risk, it is necessary to examine the relationship with the employment 

system.  

Being aware of these issues, the author of this paper aims to study (i) the basic struc-

ture of the legal benefits system for retirement risk and (ii) its relationship with the em-

ployment system, while looking at its historical developments. As for the first theme, (i) the 

basic structure of the legal benefits system for retirement risk, the central point in discussion 

is what kinds of events involving retirement risk have been treated as covered events under 

the legal benefits system for retirement risk. As for the second theme, (ii) the relationship 

with the employment system, the main focus is placed on the legal restrictions imposed on 

employers upon retirement of workers (in particular, restrictions on dismissal), for such 

restrictions play an important role in forming the employment system. 

 
II. Developments Up Until the End of the Second World War  
 
1. Submission of the Unemployment Insurance Bill2  

Due to the financial crisis that occurred after the end of the First World War, a great 

number of people lost their jobs, and unemployment became a serious social issue. Under 

such circumstances, driven by an increasingly growing demand for the legislation of an 

unemployment insurance system, an unemployment insurance bill was laid before the Diet 

in 1921. 

Under this bill, factory workers and employees over 17 years of age and less than 60 

years of age, and clerical personnel and technicians whose annual income was not more 

than 1,200 yen were designated as the insured. Those insured were to be paid insurance 

benefits in an amount between half and two-thirds of their basic wage at the time of losing 

their employment, for up to one year starting from the 16th day following the loss of em-

ployment. Concerning restrictions on benefits, persons who voluntarily left their jobs were 

unqualified to receive insurance benefits, and insurance benefits were stopped if the insured 

person was offered a job that suited his/her capability but he/she refused to accept that job. 

Although the bill did not provide a definition of the term “unemployment,” it did not regard 

                                                           
1 In this paper, the term “retirement risk” is used to refer to “actual retirement and likelihood of re-

tirement.”  
2 Ministry of Labour, ed., Rodo Gyoseishi, Dai Ikkan [History of labor administration, 1st volume] 

(Tokyo: Rodo Horei Kyokai, 1961); Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, 
Ministry of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi [10-year history of the unemployment insurance] 
(Tokyo: Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour,1960). 
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the seasonal loss of jobs of workers engaged in seasonal labor as unemployment, and ex-

cluded those workers from the scope of recipients of insurance benefits. The cost of benefits 

was to be evenly shared among three parties, i.e. the government, labor, and the manage-

ment. The bill also incorporated an arrangement for providing drawbacks for the insured 

workers who were in continuous employment as well as for their employers; thus, the bill 

was designed while taking into account an aspect of a merit system. 

This bill failed to be enacted and was shelved. The same bill was laid before the Diet 

in the following year, 1922, but met the same fate. Subsequently, until the end of the Second 

World War, no bill to create unemployment insurance was submitted to the Diet.3 

 
2. Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance Act4  
(1) Background Leading Up to the Enactment  

After the unemployment insurance bill was shelved in the Diet, the government con-

tinued to consider how to solve the problem of unemployment. A subcommittee was set up 

within the Social Policy Bureau of the Ministry of Home Affairs in order to discuss the pos-

sibility of providing monetary relief through the unemployment insurance system and the 

dismissal allowance system, and it deliberated this issue while making reference to the un-

employment insurance systems operated in the major European countries. Meanwhile, at 

that time, there was a customary practice in Japan to pay money as dismissal allowance or 

retirement allowance,5 and employers argued that such allowance served as the same role 

as unemployment insurance, so there was no need to establish an unemployment insurance 

                                                           
3 On the level of local administration in large cities, such as Osaka, Kobe, Nagoya, and Tokyo, 

unemployment relief programs were established during the period between later 1920s and early 
1930s. 

4 Kotora Akamatsu, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Hoan no Igi to Sono Naiyo [Significance and content of 
the retirement funds bill] (Tokyo: Rodo Jijo Chosajo, 1936); Rodo Jijo Chosajo, ed., Taishoku Tsumi-
tatekin Oyobi Taishoku Teate Ho Shokai [Detailed explanation on the Retirement Funds and Retire-
ment Allowance Act]) (Tokyo: Monasu, 1936); Masami Numakoshi, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Oyobi 
Taishoku Teate Ho Shakugi [Commentary on the Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance Act] 
(Tokyo: Yuhikaku, 1937); Kenzo Arakawa, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Oyobi Taishoku Teate Ho Jitsumu 
Teiyo [Outline of practice under the Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance Act] (Tokyo: Kogyo 
Shuppansha, 1939). Ministry of Labour, ed., Rodo Gyoseishi, Dai Ikkan, supra note 2, at 310ff.  

5 According to the survey conducted by the Social Policy Bureau of the Ministry of Home Affairs 
in 1935, more then 30% of the factories and mining sites which employed 30 or more workers had a 
rule or practice to pay retirement allowance. The average duration of retirement allowance (dismissal 
allowance) was classified by the length of service. In the case of dismissal for a reason attributable to 
the employer, the allowance was paid for 27 days for those in service for one year or more, 194 days 
for those in service for ten years or more, 433 days for those in service for 20 years or more, and 897 
days for those in service for 30 years or more; and in the case of workers’ voluntary retirement, the 
allowance was paid for 12 days for those in service for one year or more, 144 days for those in service 
for ten years or more, 353 days for those in service for 20 years or more, and 651 days for those in 
service for 30 years or more. For the actual practice of retirement allowance of that time, see Numa-
koshi, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Oyobi Taishoku Teate Ho Shakugi, supra note 4, at 36ff., and Akamatsu, 
Taishoku Tsumitatekin Hoan no Igi to Sono Naiyo, supra note 4, at 6ff. and 47ff. 
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system, and that the objective of protection of workers should be attained by improving the 

content of the dismissal or retirement allowance system that had already become popular to 

a considerable extent. In view of these circumstances, the subcommittee determined that the 

creation of an unemployment insurance system should be a matter to be discussed in the 

future, and shifted the subject of discussion to the dismissal allowance system. The pro-

posed dismissal allowance systems that were under discussion at the subcommittee are as 

follows. 

The first proposal was to create a statutory duty of the employer to pay dismissal al-

lowance. The Order for Enforcement of the Factory Act6 effective at that time, which had 

gone through revision in 1926, provided that when discharging a worker, the factory owner 

shall give him/her 14-days notice or pay him/her at least 14 days’ wage in lieu of such no-

tice. Under the proposed system, the employer was supposed to pay dismissal allowance 

equivalent to some 50 days’ wage. This proposal was subject to criticism, arguing that: (i) it 

is generally difficult for an employer who had not made any preparations during normal 

times to pay a large amount of money as allowance upon facing the need to dismiss workers 

due to the depressed business conditions; (ii) under the existing dismissal notice system, the 

employer does not need to pay any allowance on condition of giving dismissal notice, whe-

reas under the proposed system, the employer is obligated to pay a considerable amount of 

wage as dismissal allowance, which would be a heavy burden on the employer; and (iii) if 

the proposed dismissal allowance system would not be very different from the existing dis-

missal notice system in terms of the duration of allowance, there is no need to newly legis-

late a dismissal allowance system. 

Secondly, in order to ensure the payment of dismissal allowance, the subcommittee 

discussed the creation of a fund in two possible forms, (i) an individual fund by each em-

ployer or (ii) a joint fund by multiple employers. (i) As for the proposal that each employer 

should create an individual fund, it was argued that the possibility of dismissal would 

greatly differ according to the types of business, so the reserve funds might exceed or sig-

nificantly fall short of the necessary amount depending on the level of necessity of dismissal. 

(ii) The creation of a joint fund would be recommendable for its advantage in distribution of 

risk; however, since whether dismissal was made due to circumstances on the employer’s 

side or on the worker’s side could be determined through negotiation between the parties, it 

was expected that even where a worker was dismissed for circumstances attributable to 

him/her, he/she would claim that his/her dismissal was attributable to the employer and de-

mand payment of dismissal allowance. It is interesting that those who participated in the 

discussion at that time already expressed a concern about the idea of regarding a matter that 

contained a subjective element as an event to be paid.7 

Through the discussion process outlined above, the subcommittee concluded that it 
                                                           

6 The Factory Act is a worker protection law enacted in 1911 for regulating the maximum working 
hours for female and juvenile workers and so on. 

7 Akamatsu, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Hoan no Igi to Sono Naiyo, supra note 4, at 5. 
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was difficult to design a specific framework of a dismissal allowance system, and continued 

deliberating on the possibility of legislation to create a statutory retirement allowance sys-

tem wherein allowance would be paid to not only those workers dismissed by their employ-

ers but all retired workers. As a result of the deliberation, the subcommittee arrived at a 

conclusion that legislation of a retirement allowance system was possible, and accordingly, 

it decided on the outline of a retirement funds bill in June 1935. 

However, due to the objection to this outline of the bill voiced from the employers’ 

associations, the subcommittee then decided on the revised outline of a retirement funds bill 

in December 1935. Based on this revised version, the government formulated a retirement 

funds and retirement allowance bill. This bill, after being partially revised by the House of 

Representatives, was finally enacted into law as the Retirement Funds and Retirement Al-

lowance Act in May 1936 (put into effect as of January 1, 1937). 

 

(2)  Details of the Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance System 
The retirement funds and retirement allowance system is, in principle, applicable to 

factories subject to the Factory Act and businesses subject to the Mining Act, which regu-

larly employ 50 or more workers. Workers employed at such factories and businesses shall 

basically be covered by this system, except for those employed for a fixed term of not more 

than six months,8 those employed on a daily basis, and those employed for seasonal labor. 

The employer shall withdraw from a worker’s wage an amount equivalent to 2% of 

the wage every month and reserve it for retirement payment in the name of the worker, and 

shall pay the reserved amount upon the retirement (or dismissal or death) of the worker (re-

tirement funds system). The retirement funds had in effect a nature of compulsory savings 

that workers were forced to make.9 

Upon retirement, workers were entitled to receive retirement allowance in addition to 

payment from the reserved retirement funds mentioned above. In order to secure payment of 

retirement allowance, the employer was also required to reserve an amount equivalent to 

2% of a worker’s wage and further reserve an additional amount within a range up to 3% of 

the wage in proportion to the employer’s capacity to pay (retirement allowance funds sys-

tem). The reserved amount was calculated for each worker and used as the basis for deter-

mining the amount of his/her retirement allowance. Thus, as a general rule, the employer 

was obligated to reserve the full amount to be paid upon retirement, but this obligation was 

not imposed under certain conditions, because it was not considered necessary to reserve the 

full amount when the business was in a favourable state. Retirement allowance was catego-

                                                           
8 These workers shall be covered by this system if they continue to be employed for a longer pe-

riod due to an extension of the initial term. Article 27-2 of the Order for Enforcement of the Factory 
Act which provided for payment of allowance in lieu of dismissal notice was explained in the direc-
tive as being applicable to workers whose fixed-term labor contract has been renewed (Shuro No. 85 
of June 3, 1930). 

9 Refund of retirement funds to workers before their retirement was prohibited. 
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rized into two types: ordinary allowance to be paid in general upon retirement of workers, 

and special allowance10 to be paid in addition to ordinary allowance upon dismissal of 

workers on the grounds attributable to the employer.11 The amount to be paid as retirement 

allowance was classified depending on the worker’s wage, length of service, and reason for 

retirement, as well as the employer’s capacity to pay. Special allowance was considered to 

be not directly related in legal terms with allowance in lieu of dismissal notice payable un-

der the Order for Enforcement of the Factory Act; they were regarded as separate systems, 

so duplicate payments were considered to be possible.12 

Retirement funds and retirement allowance under the Retirement Funds and Retire-

ment Allowance Act were not arranged so as to pay benefits by applying the insurance tech-

nique to regard “unemployment” facing the problem of re-employment of retired workers as 

an insured event but they were designed as a system for paying benefits by means of the 

funds created by individual employers while focusing on “retirement.” Because of such 

design, there was little possibility that the use of this system could cause a moral hazard. In 

addition, under this system, the employer would be liable to pay special allowance to work-

ers who retire for the dismissal arising in relation to the employer’s business. Therefore, at 

that time, although there were no regulations that generally restricted the grounds for dis-

missal by the employer, the retirement allowance system under this Act appears to have 

been oriented toward restraining employers from dismissing workers. 

 

(3) Abolition of the Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance System on a War 
Footing13 

During wartime, the enactment of a workers’ pension insurance law started to be dis-

cussed from the perspective of reinforcing national productivity and ensuring the stability of 

the lives of the citizens. A workers’ pension insurance system, under which workers who 

                                                           
10 The base amount of special allowance is 20 days’ standard wage for those in service for not less 

than one year and not more than three years, and 35 days’ standard wage for those in service for three 
years or more. If the reserved funds are insufficient to pay such base amount, special allowance shall 
be paid only up to the available reserved funds. 

11 Those who retire upon the expiration of the employment period or upon reaching the mandatory 
retirement age shall be paid the full amount of ordinary allowance but shall not be qualified for re-
ceiving special allowance. However, if the employment period was formally fixed but the parties were 
expected to renew the employment contract upon the expiration of the initial period, the labor relation 
between the parties was deemed not to be terminated but remain valid, and the worker concerned was 
considered to be qualified for receiving special allowance. Numakoshi, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Oyobi 
Taishoku Teate Ho Shakugi, supra note 4, at 564ff. 

12 Kenzo Arakawa, Taishoku Tsumitatekin Oyobi Taishoku Teate Ho Jitsumu Teiyo, Kaitei Dai 2 
Han [Outline of practice under the Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance Act, 2nd revised 
edition] (Tokyo: Kogyo Shuppansha, 1940), 66. 

13 Insurance Bureau, Ministry of Health and Welfare, Kosei Nenkin Hoken Jugonen Shi [15-year 
history of the employees pension insurance] (Tokyo: Koseidan, 1958), 14 and 71 ff.; Ministry of La-
bour, ed., Rodo Gyoseishi, Dai Ikkan, supra note 2, at 682 and 1037ff. 



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 2, Spring 2012 

10 

have been in service for a long period of time shall be paid an old-age pension14 and shall 

also be paid withdrawal allowance upon retirement, can be deemed to be similar in nature to 

the system under the Retirement Funds and Retirement Allowance Act, under which work-

ers shall be paid benefits in proportion to their length of service. Therefore, some people 

advocated an influential opinion that the retirement funds and retirement allowance system 

should be integrated into a workers’ pension insurance system. However, in consideration of 

the fact that the retirement funds and retirement allowance system still played a significant 

role in personnel management and brought about an important effect in relief measures for 

the unemployed, it was decided that this system would continue in existence even after the 

enactment of the Workers Pension Insurance Act in 1941. 

The controversy over the integration between the retirement funds and retirement al-

lowance system and the workers’ pension system became increasingly lively, and in the end, 

when the Workers Pension Insurance Act was renamed the Employees Pension Insurance 

Act in 1944, the retirement funds and retirement allowance system was abolished. 

 

III. Enactment and Development of the Unemployment Insurance Act 
 

1. Enactment of the Unemployment Insurance Act 
After the end of the Second World War, many of soldiers who were demobilized and 

sent home and citizens who repatriated from abroad were unable to find jobs, and the un-

employment situation in Japan was extremely serious. Accordingly, the government set up 

the Investigation Committee on the Social Security System in 1946, and the third subcom-

mittee established within this committee conducted research and study regarding the crea-

tion of an unemployment insurance system. In December 1946, the committee submitted an 

outline of the unemployment insurance system to the government, advising that a state-run, 

compulsory unemployment insurance system should be created. Before that, on the occa-

sion of the enactment of the Public Assistance Act in August 1946, the House of Represent-

atives had passed a supplementary resolution to the effect that the government should go 

forward toward the creation of unemployment insurance.15 Under such circumstances, in 

August 1947, the government submitted an unemployment insurance bill and an unem-
                                                           

14 Old-age pension was to be paid to persons who have been insured for 20 years or more, when 
they reached the age of 55 after becoming unqualified for insurance or when they became unqualified 
for insurance after reaching the age of 55. The basic pension amount was one-fourth of the average 
annual standard earnings over the entire insured period; for those who have been insured for 20 years 
or more, 1% of the basic pension amount was to be added for one additional year in the insured pe-
riod. 

15 In the debate over this issue at the House of Representatives, it was argued that the public assis-
tance system was posing a huge fiscal burden on the government, so security for the living standards 
of the unemployed should be provided by means of social insurance benefits, instead of public assis-
tance benefits. Takashi Suganuma, “Nihon ni okeru Shitsugyo Hoken no Seiritsu Katei (2) [Process of 
establishment of unemployment insurance in Japan (2)],” Journal of Social Science 43, no. 2 (1991): 
292ff. 
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ployment allowance bill to the Diet. Having gone through partial revision as a result of the 

deliberation at the Diet sessions, these bills were passed and the Unemployment Insurance 

Act and the Unemployment Allowance Act16 were enacted in November 1947.17 

 

2. Details of the Unemployment Insurance System 
The Unemployment Insurance Act defined the term “unemployment” as referring to 

the “conditions under which an insured person is separated from employment and is unable 

to find employment in spite of having the will and ability to work.” The “will to work” was 

construed as meaning a person’s will to work under certain working conditions suitable for 

his/her own labor ability; qualified recipients were deemed to have the will to work when 

they applied for jobs at public employment security offices. Having the “ability to work” 

was construed as meaning the state of not being incapable of working; it was understood 

that if qualified recipients met the requirement for receiving unemployment insurance bene-

fits, i.e. having been insured for six months or more within one year prior to their separation 
                                                           

16 The unemployment allowance system under the Unemployment Allowance Act was a system 
for providing the unemployed with allowance benefits, funded by the government, for a period until 
the unemployed starts to receive insurance benefit under the Unemployment Insurance Act. According 
to Gen Shimizu, who chaired the subcommittee for study of unemployment insurance, there was an 
argument at that time that such allowance for the unemployed should be provided under the Public 
Assistance Act, but the creation of an unemployment allowance system was finally chosen, based on 
the idea that the reason for the legislation of workers’ right to receive allowance in return for their 
service was to preserve workers’ status and dignity. (“Shitsugyo Hoken Junen Shi ni Yosete [On the 
occasion of the publication of the 10-year history of the unemployment insurance],” in Shitsugyo Ho-
ken Junenshi, ed. Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of La-
bour, supra note 2, at 11.) 

17 Hiroaki Fuwa, Saihan, Shitsugyo Hoken Ho, Shitsugyo Teate Ho: Kaisetsu to Tetsuzuki [Second 
edition, Commentaries and procedures of the Unemployment Insurance Act and the Unemployment 
Allowance Act] (Tokyo: Tairyusha, 1948), 25, a guidebook written by an official of the Ministry of 
Labour who participated in the work for the enactment of the Unemployment Insurance Act and the 
Unemployment Allowance Act from the start, explained as follows. Possible measures to maintain the 
standard of living of the unemployed may be: (i) savings made by the workers themselves; (ii) retire-
ment benefits paid by the employer; (iii) and public assistance provided by the government. All of 
these measures are inappropriate because: (i) in view of the wage level at that time, it is extremely 
difficult for workers to make savings; (ii) As retirement benefits are paid in proportion to the worker’s 
length of service, they have a strong characteristic of a kind of favour done by the employer, and the 
amount of such benefits is not always enough for the unemployed to maintain their standard of living; 
(iii) from the perspective of respecting workers’ independence, it is improper to regard the unem-
ployed as being incapable of making their living, like the elderly, sick or injured, and leave them only 
to the relief that they could receive from the government without assuming any burden. For these 
reasons, it is necessary to treat “unemployment,” which threatens workers’ living standards, as an 
insured event, and provide workers with unemployment insurance benefits under the unemployment 
insurance system designed for the distribution of risk. Meanwhile, Minister of Labour Mitsusuke Yo-
nekubo explained, in the statement of reasons for submitting the bill, that the unemployment insurance 
system had an active meaning of providing the unemployed with the opportunity to find new jobs, by 
associating the system closely and inseparably with the management of job placement agencies. Un-
employment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo 
Hoken Junenshi, supra note 2, at 262. 
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from employment, they could prove that they have the ability to work.18 As for the duration 

of benefits, those who had been insured for six months or more were to be paid insurance 

benefits uniformly for up to 180 days19 within one year following the date of separation 

from employment (the “period of benefits”)20; there was no classification of the duration of 

benefits in terms of the insured period or age. Meanwhile, there were restrictions on benefits, 

such as that if qualified recipients voluntarily retire without any unavoidable reasons to do 

so, they would not be paid unemployment benefits for a certain period of time; even in such 

a case, they would not be deprived of their right to receive benefits.21 

With regard to the relationship between unemployment insurance benefits or allow-

ance and retirement allowance to be paid by the employer, the delegation of the government 

stated that retirement allowance had unique characteristics such as being paid in proportion 

to workers’ term of office and such characteristics would not be affected by the enforcement 

of the Unemployment Insurance Act.22 

 

3. Development of the Unemployment Insurance Act 
(1) Response to the Uniqueness of the Concept “Unemployment” and the Imbalance 

between Benefit and Burden 
After the Unemployment Insurance Act came into effect, there occurred a trend 

among seasonal workers23 of abusively claiming unemployment insurance benefits. Under 

                                                           
18 Fuwa, Saihan, Shitsugyo Hoken Ho, Shitsugyo Teate Ho: Kaisetsu to Tetsuzuki, supra note 17, at 

56ff. 
19 In the statement of the reasons for submitting the unemployment insurance bill to the Diet, 

Ministry Yonekubo explained that the duration of benefits was decided in light of the situation of em-
ployment and separation from employment as well as the conditions of the unemployment insurance 
systems in other countries. Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Minis-
try of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi, supra note 2, at 263. 

20 The reasons why the period of benefits under unemployment insurance was set as one year were 
initially explained as follows: (i) the purpose of unemployment insurance was to secure the living of 
qualified recipients during the period after their separation from employment until re-employment and 
to preserve the workforce, and under normal conditions, such a period would not be long; (ii) if the 
period to exercise the right to receive benefits was set without limitation, it would be difficult to prove 
the qualification or right to receive benefits. Fuwa, Saihan Shitsugyo Hoken Ho, Shitsugyo Teate Ho: 
Kaisetsu to Tetsuzuki, supra note 17, at 128; Hikaru Kamei, Kaisei Shitsugyo Hoken Ho no Kaisetsu 
[Commentary on the revised Unemployment Insurance Act] (Tokyo: Nihon Rodo Tsushinsha, 1949), 
191ff. 

21 In the outline of the unemployment insurance system and the outline of the unemployment in-
surance bill, submitted to the government by the Investigation Committee on the Social Security Sys-
tem in December 1946 and July 1947, respectively, it was provided that if qualified recipients volun-
tary retire for no reason, they shall be paid no insurance benefits. 

22 Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., 
Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi, supra note 2, at 280ff. and 285. 

23 The Unemployment Insurance Act then in force enumerated those employed for seasonal labor 
for a fixed term of not more than four months or otherwise employed seasonally, as a category of 
workers excluded from the scope of the insured. However, there was no uniform interpretation or 
practice regarding “those employed seasonally.” Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment 
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the unemployment insurance system as initially legislated, the prescribed duration of bene-

fits was uniformly set as 180 days, irrespective of the length of their insured period. How-

ever, since it was difficult to determine whether or not retired workers were actually in the 

state of “unemployment,” an increasing number of retired workers claimed unemployment 

benefits to the limit of the prescribed duration of benefits. This tendency was considered a 

problem, in particular, for workers who had been insured only for a short period of time, in 

which case the imbalance between the benefit they enjoyed and the burden they assumed 

became relatively larger than among those whose insured period was longer. In addition, the 

unemployment situation deteriorated along with the austere fiscal policy begun in 1953, to 

the extent that the unemployment insurance system was expected to show a deficit of about 

one billion yen at the end of fiscal 1954. In view of these circumstances, the eighth revision 

in 1955 extended the prescribed duration of benefits for workers who had been insured for a 

long period of time, 24  while reducing the duration for seasonal workers and other 

short-term insured workers. This system reform was carried out based on the assumption 

that it was difficult to accurately determine the existence of unemployment, an insured 

event to be paid by unemployment insurance benefits, and in an attempt to strike balance 

between workers’ burden (insured period) and benefit (prescribed duration of benefits), so 

as to prevent the moral hazard caused by short-term insured workers.25 

However, even in the 1960s and thereafter, following this revision, when the Japanese 

economy entered the high growth period and Japan had an insufficient workforce, the num-

ber of unemployment benefit recipients did not decrease, and there was a rapid increase in 

the number of benefit recipients among seasonal workers and female workers. Accordingly, 

in August 1964, the Ministry of Labour issued a directive titled “For Realizing Fair Pay-

ment of Unemployment Insurance Benefits.” Furthermore, upon the 26th revision in 1969, 

from the perspective of reducing seasonal unemployment and ensuring stable employment, 

a new system was created to collect special insurance premiums from those employers who 

                                                                                                                                                    
Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi, supra note 2, at 658. 

24 In the statement of reasons for submitting the unemployment insurance bill to the Diet, it was 
explained that the duration of benefits for long-term insured workers was extended because: (i) it was 
relatively difficult for those who had been employed by the same employer for a long period of time 
to find a new job quickly after leaving the previous job; and (ii) those workers had contributed to the 
insurance management for a long period of time. Unemployment Insurance Division, Employment 
Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi, supra note 2, at 652. 

25 On the occasion of the revision of the Unemployment Insurance Act, the Central Employment 
Security Council submitted a report to the Minister of Labour (dated May 3, 1955), in which the 
Council agreed with the idea of granting a short-term extension of the duration of benefits for 
long-term insured workers on condition that the merit system be introduced in the future, while point-
ing out that further extension might be possible if the insurance management would allow it, but a 
careful decision should be made on this point. In the deliberation process at the Diet, it was also ex-
plained that this revision was made while taking into account an aspect of a merit system in that it 
aimed to adjust the duration of benefits depending on the length of the insured period. Unemployment 
Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi, 
supra note 2, at 645 and 659. 
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would generate the unemployed regularly at short intervals, and allocate such premiums to 

expenses for employment measures. This system also has partly an aspect of a merit system 

in that it imposed a special burden on employers who would cause payment of a large 

amount of unemployment benefits, thus, taking into consideration the balance between ben-

efit and burden. 

 

(2) Relationship between the Unemployment Insurance System and the Employment 
System 

(i) Idea of Legislation of Restrictions on Dismissal, and Formation of the Doctrine of  

 Abusive Dismissal 

The labor laws enacted in the post-war period provided for procedural regulations for 

dismissal, such as the dismissal notice system,26 as well as restrictions on dismissal by the 

employer under certain circumstances, but did not include any provision that generally re-

stricted the grounds for dismissal. In August 1954, the Minister of Labour Zentaro Kosaka 

issued a New Basic Labor Policy. This policy included an idea of creating a law on restric-

tions on dismissal, under which dismissal shall be invalid unless due to statutory and so-

cially reasonable grounds, and of developing measures for dismissed workers to claim judi-

cial relief.27 This idea attracted attention from various sectors, but did not mature into leg-

islation of restriction on dismissal. 

However, at that time, progress was being made, on a judicial level, in the movement 

toward restricting employers from dismissing workers. Through accumulation of a number 

of court rulings, the doctrine of restricting the employer’s exercise of the right of dismissal 

was in the making. Finally, in 1975, the Supreme Court ruled that “if dismissal lacks objec-

tively reasonable grounds and is not considered to be appropriate in general societal terms, 

it should be treated as an abuse of right and be invalid.”28 Thus, the doctrine of abusive 

dismissal was established as case law.29 

 

(ii) Unemployment Insurance System and Promotion of Continuous Employment 

With such movement toward restricting dismissal by the employer, measures to pro-

                                                           
26 In the event that an employer wishes to dismiss a worker, the employer shall provide at least 30 

days advance notice, or pay the average wages for a period of not less than 30 days in lieu of such 
notice (Article 20 of the Labor Standards Act). 

27 For the details of the fundamental idea presented by Minister Kosaka, see Ministry of Labour, 
ed., Rodo Gyoseishi, Dai Sankan [History of labor administration, 3rd volume] (Tokyo: Rodo Horei 
Kyokai, 1982), 14ff. 

28 Nippon Salt Manufacturing Case, judgment of the Second Petty Bench of the Supreme Court, 
April 25, 1975, 29 Minshu 4, 456. 

29 Subsequently, the doctrine of abusive dismissal remained yet to be legislated, but through the 
revision of the Labor Standards Act in 2003, a new clause was introduced to provide, “A dismissal 
shall, where the dismissal lacks objectively reasonable grounds and is not considered to be appropriate 
in general societal terms, be treated as a misuse of that right and invalid” (Article 18-2). This clause 
currently exists as Article 16 of the Labor Contract Act (enacted in 2007). 
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mote continuous employment were taken under the unemployment insurance system. 

Having experienced the deterioration of the unemployment situation due to the aus-

tere fiscal policy in 1954, and with the aim of avoiding massive unemployment and reduc-

ing labor disputes over dismissal, the government issued a directive titled “Handling of 

Unemployment Insurance under the Layoff System” on July 16, 1954, thereby adopting the 

layoff system in the unemployment insurance system. Under this new system, a three-month 

layoff period was contemplated, so that if re-employment was agreed upon by a collective 

agreement or labor-management agreement,30 the employer shall pay unemployment in-

surance benefits to laid-off workers.31 It was an arrangement to provide laid-off workers 

with unemployment benefits while they were separated from employment, on condition that 

they would be re-employed. This system, in legal terms, did not cover the case where the 

employment relationship was maintained, but it served to help workers be in effect conti-

nuously employed by the same employer.  

Also in connection with promotion of continuous employment, it is necessary to 

make additional mention of the eighth revision in 1955, by which the prescribed duration of 

benefits, which had been uniformly set as 180 days irrespective of the length of the insured 

period, was divided into four classes depending on the length of the insured period. Given 

the situation where it is difficult to accurately determine whether or not workers are actually 

experiencing an insured event, that is, being in the state of “unemployment,” the prescribed 

duration of benefits, set uniformly irrespective of the length of the insured period, could 

induce the parties to labor contracts to shorten the period of employment so as to receive 

unemployment benefits for as long as possible. To avoid this manipulation, the eighth revi-

sion was intended to give more incentives for workers to continue to work than before the 

revision. Such measure taken under the unemployment insurance system at that time in or-

der to prevent abusive claims of benefits can be described as ultimately having indirectly 

supported the Japanese employment system movement toward promoting long-term em-

ployment, in tandem with the formation of the doctrine of restrictions on dismissal through 

the abovementioned accumulation of court rulings. 

 

IV. Enactment and Development of the Employment Insurance Act 
 
1. Enactment of the Employment Insurance Act 

After more than 20 years passed since the legislation of the unemployment insurance 

                                                           
30 labor-management agreement is a written agreement between the employer and a labor union 

organized by a majority of the workers at the workplace (in the case that such labor union is orga-
nized)or a person representing a majority of the workers (in the case that such labor union is not orga-
nized). 

31 Ministry of Labour, ed., Rodo Gyoseishi, Dai Sankan, supra note 27, at 17ff.; Unemployment 
Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., Shitsugyo Hoken Junenshi, 
supra note 2, at 660ff. 
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system, various problems emerged in relation to the management of the system. Among 

others, unemployment insurance benefits tended to be provided for seasonal recipients32 

and young female recipients in particular.33 This tendency intensified a sense of distrust in 

the system among ordinary insured persons, while they came to feel dissatisfied with paying 

premiums but receiving no refund.34 To cope with this situation, the Study Group on the 

Unemployment Insurance System set up in the Ministry of Labour reviewed problems with 

the existing unemployment insurance system and considered a drastic reform, and submitted 

a report to the Minister of Labour in December 1973. In this report, the study group pointed 

out that the existing unemployment insurance system caused imbalance in the payment of 

benefits and that unemployment insurance benefits were not conducive to responding to 

imbalance in supply and demand of workforce at different ages, and recommended the crea-

tion of an employment insurance system that could work in terms of employment in general. 

At the same time, the study group noted the necessity to reinforce security for the living of 

the unemployed and to correct the excessive imbalance in benefits and burdens. 

An employment insurance bill, prepared based on the report of the Study Group on 

the Unemployment Insurance System, was laid before the Diet in February 1974. It was 

passed by the House of Representatives after being partially revised, but was shelved by the 

House of Councilors, and finally scrapped. 

However, under the subsequent circumstances where the unemployment situation be-

came increasingly severe due to the impact of the First Oil Crisis and more and more com-

panies took measures for employment control such as temporarily closing their businesses 

or dismissing workers, the employment insurance bill suddenly gained prominent attention 

as a legislative proposal that would improve the function to provide security for the living 

of those unemployed facing difficulty in finding employment and take positive measures to, 

for example, prevent unemployment. There were successive calls for early enactment and 

enforcement of the bill. Accordingly, on December 14, 1974, the government submitted the 

employment insurance bill to the Diet again. Through the intensive deliberation at the Diet, 

the bill was finally enacted as the Employment Insurance Act on December 25, 1974. 

 

2. Details of the Employment Insurance System 
While the prescribed duration of benefits under the unemployment insurance system 

                                                           
32 It seemed that only 2.7% of all insured persons received about 40% of the total unemployment 

benefits every year; seasonal recipients paid premiums corresponding to a few days’ benefits but re-
ceived about 50 days’ benefits in average. Masao Endo, Koyo Hoken no Riron [Theory of the em-
ployment insurance] (Tokyo: Nikkan Rodo Tsushinsha, 1975), 102ff. 

33 In fiscal 1973, female recipients accounted for only slightly below one-third of all insured per-
sons but they accounted for 51% of all benefit recipients. As for the status one year after becoming 
qualified to receive benefits, 29.1% of female recipients were no longer engaged in work (5.7% of 
male recipients were in such status), and most of them ceased to be in working force immediately after 
payment of the insurance benefits ended. Endo, Koyo Hoken no Riron, supra note in 32, at 98 ff. 

34 Endo, Koyo Hoken no Riron, supra note in 32, at 4. 
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was set depending on the length of the insured period, the Employment Insurance Act set 

the duration within the range between 90 days and 300 days depending on the workers’ age, 

physical or mental situation, and difficulty in finding employment due to social circums-

tances.35 This Act further provided that special lump-sum payment, equivalent to 50 days’ 

basic allowance, shall be provided when (i) persons employed seasonally and (ii) persons 

normally engaged in short-term employment (continuously employed by the same employee 

as the insured for less than one year) became unemployed. The insurance premium rate ap-

plicable to the types of business which employ many persons in these categories was set 

higher than the rate applicable to ordinary types of business, so as to strike balance between 

benefit and burden. Thus, the employment insurance system was also designed while partly 

taking into account an aspect of a merit system. 

The Employment Insurance Act provided for the unemployment benefits system, and 

for the purpose of preventing and reducing unemployment, which is an event insured under 

the employment insurance,36 it provided for additional services, namely, the services for 

employment improvement (to improve the employment structure), services for human re-

sources development (to develop and improve workers’ abilities), and services for employ-

ment welfare (to promote welfare of workers).37 Among these services, the employment 

adjustment subsidy system, stipulated as part of the services for employment improvement, 

is noteworthy. This is a system for providing subsidies for employers who are compelled to 

curtail their business activities for economic reasons, in order to prevent unemployment of 

the insured. When designing this system, the system of short-term allowance due to the 

economic situation implemented in West Germany, called Kurzarbeitergeld, was used as a 

model. The employment adjustment subsidy system drastically changed the conventional 

policy direction that had tried to cope with unemployment by taking measures ex post facto. 

In the 1970s when the employment insurance system was created, the doctrine of abusive 

dismissal was established and the mandatory retirement system38 became increasingly pop-

ular among companies.39 The employment adjustment subsidy system, newly developed at 

that time, played a role in promoting continuous employment, in combination with and as a 

                                                           
35 It is explained that the primary purpose of unemployment benefits under the employment in-

surance is to protect short-term unemployment; the issue of long-term, permanent unemployment 
should be solved by promoting employment measures, so the period of unemployment benefits is 
basically set as one year. Endo, Koyo Hoken no Riron, supra note in 32, at 396. 

36 This is understood from Article 1 of the Employment Insurance Act (prior to the revision), 
which provided as follows: “The purpose of the employment insurance is…, as well as to improve the 
employment structure, develop and improve the capacity of workers, and promote their welfare, so as 
to contribute to their employment security.” 

37 These services are funded only by the insurance premiums collected from employers. 
38 In Japan, when workers reach a certain age (e.g. the age of 60), their labor contracts terminate 

automatically or by reason of dismissal by the employer. This practice, called the mandatory retire-
ment system, is widely popular among Japanese companies. 

39 Masaru Ogiwara, Teinensei no Rekishi [History of the mandatory retirement system] (Tokyo: 
Nihon Rodo Kyokai, 1984), 224ff. 
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complement to the long-term employment system which had been formed in Japan.40  

 

3. Development of the Employment Insurance System 
(1) Response to the Uniqueness of the Concept “Unemployment” and the Imbalance 

between Benefit and Burden 
After its enactment in 1974, the Employment Insurance Act has undergone several 

revisions in order to respond to the uniqueness of the concept “unemployment” and the im-

balance between benefit and burden. The employment insurance system initially established 

set the prescribed duration of benefits mainly by age, focusing on the difficulty in finding 

re-employment. However, this method of setting the duration was subject to criticism that it 

caused excessive imbalance between benefit and burden. More specifically, as pointed out 

in the discussion on the revision of the Unemployment Insurance Act, since it was difficult 

to accurately determine whether or not workers who had left their jobs were actually in the 

state of “unemployment,” there was a tendency that workers who were not in the state of 

“unemployment” due to the lack of the will to work continued to receive unemployment 

benefits. To solve this problem, the sixth revision in 1984 introduced the approach of setting 

the prescribed duration of benefits while taking into consideration the length of the insured 

period, in addition to the age of qualified recipients. While, in light of its primary purpose, 

the benefits system, which covers unemployment as an insured event, should be expected to 

focus only on “unemployment” and provide security for workers depending on the length of 

the period of their unemployment, irrespective of the length of their insured period, this 

revision revealed the difficulty in overcoming the paradoxical situation where, due to the 

uniqueness of the concept “unemployment,” the length of the insured period should inevita-

bly play a substantial role in designing the unemployment benefits system. 

The prescribed duration of benefits was later revised in the 29th revision in 2000, 

from the perspective of balance between benefit and burden. Under the conventional system, 

it was found that the length of time that workers would need to find re-employment tended 

to vary depending on how they were separated from employment. Therefore, this revision 

took into account the reasons for separation from employment when setting the prescribed 

duration of benefits. More specifically, the system was designed to set a longer duration of 

benefits for those who were separated from employment without having enough time before 

preparing for re-employment because their company went bankrupt or they were dismissed, 

compared to workers separated from employment for other reasons (e.g. reaching the man-

datory retirement age). 

In order to respond to the uniqueness of the concept of unemployment, the Ministry 

of Health, Labour and Welfare issued a directive on September 2, 2002, to publicize the 

following rules: recognition of unemployment shall be given to workers if they are found to 

have engaged in job-seeking activities two times or more during the period subject to rec-

                                                           
40 Endo, Koyo Hoken no Riron, supra note in 32, at 459ff. 
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ognition of unemployment; when dealing with persons who cyclically leave their jobs, it is 

necessary to confirm their will to work carefully; the restrictions on benefits should be ap-

plied more accurately. 

 

(2) Relationship between the Employment Insurance System and the Employment 
System 

Through the enactment of the Employment Insurance Act, a new scheme to promote 

continuous employment was introduced by providing employment adjustment subsidies for 

employers who reduce their business activities. Upon the 17th revision in 1994, new bene-

fits systems were also introduced to promote continuous employment of the insured, namely, 

continuous employment benefits: continuous employment benefits for the elderly, and 

childcare leave benefits.41 These systems were established based on the recognition that, 

supposing that workers suffer a decline in their ability to work or a decline in their income 

due to the difficulty in engaging in ordinary service when they get old, or they lose all or 

part of their income due to taking childcare leaves, these kinds of hardship, if left unad-

dressed, would lead to “unemployment,” a more serious insured event; therefore, while re-

garding such “state of facing difficulty in continuing employment” as an event occurring in 

working life that is equivalent to “unemployment,” the systems aimed to help and encour-

age workers who suffer this event to continue their working life smoothly, thereby avoiding 

their unemployment and stabilizing their employment.42 Thus, the employment insurance 

system started to provide insurance benefits to cover, as an insured event, not only “unem-

ployment” but also a broader scope of cases where there is “retirement risk.”43 

In connection with the restrictions on dismissal, it is necessary to make mention of 

                                                           
41 The family care leave benefits system was introduced upon the 23rd revision in 1998 for the 

same purpose as introducing the childcare leave benefits system. 
42 Employment Insurance Division, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Labour, ed., Kaisei 

Koyo Hoken Seido no Riron [Revised theory of the employment insurance system] (Tokyo: Zaikei 
Fukushi Kyokai, 1995), 144ff.; Institute of Labour Administration, ed., Shinpan Koyo Hoken Ho [New 
edition, Employment Insurance Act] (Tokyo: Romu Gyosei, 2004), 140. 

43 Subsequently, upon the 23rd revision in 1998, the educational training benefits system was in-
troduced under the employment insurance system. Under the circumstances where in order to stabilize 
employment of workers and encourage them to find employment, it is necessary for workers them-
selves to make voluntary efforts to develop their own vocational abilities, and in consideration of the 
fact that the burden to pay expenses for this purpose has become a common risk to a wide range of 
workers (written and edited by Shin Watanabe, Kaisei Koyo Hoken Seido no Riron [Revised theory of 
the employment insurance system] [Tokyo: Zaikei Fukush Kyokai, 1999], 147ff.), this system pro-
vides workers with benefits equivalent to part of expenses for educational training. This revision can 
be understood as the outcome of the employment insurance system starting to cover, as an insured 
event, not only “retirement risk” but also “risk in working life.” Its theoretical basis can be found in 
the concept of “right to career,” advocated by Professor Yasuo Suwa, who served as the chief of the 
Employment Insurance Subcommittee at the time when the revision was discussed (Yasuo Suwa, 
“Kyariaken no Koso wo meguru Ichishiron [An attempt to establish the concept of right to career],” 
The Monthly Journal of the Japanese Institute of Labour 41, no. 7 [1999]:54 ff.) 
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the 29th revision which classified the prescribed duration of benefits depending on the rea-

sons for retirement. In Japan, where the restrictions on dismissal exist, if dismissal lacks 

objectively reasonable grounds and is not considered to be appropriate in general societal 

terms, it shall be treated as an abuse of employer’s right of dismissal and be invalid (see 

Article 16 of the Labor Contract Act). However, dismissed workers do not always allege 

invalidity of dismissal, but in reality, even in cases where dismissal lacks objectively rea-

sonable grounds and is not considered to be appropriate in general societal terms, it is often 

the case that the dismissed workers would endure such dismissal. This is more likely to 

happen where the employer provides workers with more retirement allowance44 when they 

are dismissed due to grounds attributable to the employer than when they retire voluntarily. 

The same tendency can be recognized in relation to the employment insurance system under 

which the prescribed duration of benefits is longer in the case of retirement by reason of the 

employer’s bankruptcy or dismissal than in the case of retirement by reason of reaching the 

mandatory retirement age or expiration of the period of employment. Theoretically, unem-

ployment insurance benefits are supposed to be provided for workers who are in the state of 

“unemployment” because “unemployment” is an insured event, but in reality, it is difficult 

to determine whether or not workers who have left their jobs are actually in the state of 

“unemployment,” and insurance benefits are often provided even if workers would not be in 

the state of “unemployment” in a strict meaning. In addition, it is supposed that some of 

insured workers would still consider “unemployment benefits as a kind of savings.” Given 

such circumstances, it is presumed that the dismissed workers would recognize the relative-

ly longer duration of benefits as prescribed for the case of leaving their jobs due to dismissal 

as an “extra payment of benefits provided upon retirement,” and as a result, they would tend 

to tolerate being dismissed by the employer even if the dismissal is unfair. Furthermore, the 

employer and the worker might collude with each other to create “dismissal” so as to re-

ceive favourable treatment in terms of the duration of benefits.45 In view of such circums-

tances, aside from whether it is good or bad, the existing unemployment insurance benefits 

system can be regarded as functioning as a “bypass” to avoid the strict restrictions on dis-

missal, thereby somewhat contributing to the “flexibility” in the employment system. 

 

 

 

                                                           
44 In Japan, it is usually established as a system under work rules (not obligatory by law) for the 

company to pay a retired worker a reasonable amount of money upon retirement (usually calculated 
by using the wage level and the length of service at the time of retirement as important criteria). 

45 However, in practice under the employment insurance system, the collusion between the em-
ployer and the worker in carrying out the procedure for paying benefits based on fictitious grounds for 
separation from employment is treated as unlawful payment of benefits (Employment Insurance Divi-
sion, Employment Security Bureau, Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, ed., Kaisei Koyo Hoken 
Ho no Hayawakari [Quick guide to the revised Employment Insurance Act] [Tokyo: Romu Gyosei 
Kenkyujo, 2001], 43.) 
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V. Conclusion 
 

Through the study as discussed thus far, the following two points can be recognized 

in the history of the legal benefits system for retirement risk in Japan. 

The first point is that responding to the uniqueness of the concept of “unemployment” 

as an insured event has always been the task to cope with. “Unemployment,” which is an 

insured event, is premised on the existence of factors that are difficult to ascertain in ap-

pearance, i.e. the workers’ “will and ability to work.”46 In addition, “unemployment” is a 

unique phenomenon which can be created through the choices made by the parties con-

cerned, such as the worker’s voluntary resignation or the period of employment set arbitra-

rily (subjective nature of unemployment). Because of these unique characteristics, in the 

process of designing the unemployment insurance system, it is essentially necessary to take 

note of the high risk of moral hazard.47 In the debate over the legislation of the unemploy-

ment insurance system, the difficulty in recognizing unemployment and the likelihood of 

abusive claims of benefits were already pointed out.48 These problems have not yet been 

solved. The arguments regarding the uniqueness of the concept of “unemployment” are va-

lid with regard to not only the unemployment insurance system which provides benefits 

upon the occurrence of an insured event of unemployment by applying the insurance tech-

nique, but also the unemployment assistance system which provides benefits under the 

scheme of assistance. 

The second point is that the legal benefits system for retirement risk has been asso-

ciated with the employment system in Japan. The Employment Insurance Act, since its 

enactment, has expanded the scope of insured events to include not only “unemployment” 

but also some additional types of “retirement risk,” and provided the foundation for conti-

nuous employment, in tandem with the imposition of restrictions on dismissal. On the other 

hand, due to the subjective nature of unemployment and the ways of setting the prescribed 

duration of benefits, the legal benefits system for retirement risk has actually served in mi-

tigating the workers’ resistance to retirement, and in this respect, the system has played a 

role in ensuring the “flexibility” of the employment system to a certain extent. 

How to cope with these points still remains to be addressed. As for the first point, it is 

necessary to reconsider whether or not unemployment needs to be covered as an insured 

event49 by applying the insurance technique and operating an independent system.50 In this 

                                                           
46 Under the Employment Insurance Act, “unemployment” refers to the conditions under which an 

insured person is separated from employment and is unable to find employment in spite of having the 
will and ability to work (Article 4, paragraph [3]). 

47 For the history of the Japanese unemployment insurance system studied from the perspective of 
moral hazard, see Keiichiro Hamaguchi, “Shitsugyo to Seikatsu Hosho no Ho Seisaku [Legal policy 
for unemployment and income security],” Quarterly Labor Law, no. 221 (2008):187ff. 

48 Suganuma, “Nihon ni okeru Shitsugyo Hoken no Seiritsu Katei (2),” supra note 15, at 282ff. 
49 It is possible to conceive of a system which covers retirement and separation from employment 

as insured events. See II-2 in this paper. Internationally, in Italy, for example, it is provided by law that 
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process, the relationship with employment placement should also be discussed. Now that a 

new unemployment benefits system which provides benefits for workers who are not quali-

fied to receive employment insurance benefits (the “second safety net”) has been estab-

lished, the desirable figure of the “first safety net,” which has conventionally been managed 

by the employment insurance system, should be reviewed. As for the second point, in con-

nection with the first point, what type of event should be treated as an insured event, and to 

what extent the income security system should be committed to employment measures, will 

be the subjects of discussion. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
workers have the right to receive retirement allowance upon retirement (Civil Code, Article 2120). 

50 See II-2 (3) in this paper. 
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Changes in Family Life Resulting from the Unemployment of  
the Husband 

Akane Murakami 
Momoyama Gakuin University  

 
This paper clarifies how families cope with the unemployment of the husband. 
The following things have become clear as a result of the annual Japanese 
Panel Survey of Consumers carried out on a nationwide scale since 1993. (1) 
There is a relationship between the socioeconomic status of the husband and 
unemployment. (2) The husband’s income decreases as a result of unemploy-
ment, but there is no major change in the monthly expenditure on living costs. 
There is less leeway in the household budget, so the family copes by reducing 
the amount put aside as savings each month, or by reaching into its savings. 
(3) There are wives who get a job outside the home or increase their working 
hours, but the amount of time that the husband spends on housework or child-
care does not increase a great deal. There is no major change in the division of 
labor by gender role between husband and wife as a result of the husband’s 
unemployment. Family life is maintained in the short term with the wife 
shouldering the burden of paid employment, housework and childcare, but in 
the long term there is a possibility that it can lead to conflict between husband 
and wife. 

 

I. Defining the Problem 
 

The employment environment in Japan is deteriorating. According to the Labour 

Force Survey published by the Statistics Bureau of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 

Communications, the number of unemployed persons in 2010 was 3.34 million, with the 

figure demonstrating a decline for the first time in three years. However, this was due to a 

fall in the number of female unemployed persons, and the number of male unemployed 

persons increased by 40,000 to 2.07 million. The unemployment rate has been fluctuating 

around the 5% mark for several years. Although it is a low figure compared with those seen 

in countries such as the USA, Germany, Italy and France, it is feared that it will increase 

further in the future, as a result of the Great East Japan Earthquake and the worldwide eco-

nomic downturn. 

According to Beck, the increase in the number of unemployed will be common to 

many societies. Beck is of the view that the traditional groupings of class and social stratum 

will cease as a result of further advances in modernization, and that social inequality will 

become individualized. Beck states that, in a society in which unemployment has increased, 

                                                           
 This study forms part of the outcome of Research into Life Events and Family Adaptation in the 

Risk Society: Using Longitudinal Data, which was funded by a 2008-2009 Grant-in-Aid for Scientific 
Research (Young Researchers [Start-ups]). I would like to express my gratitude to the many people 
who contributed their comments. However, any errors that this paper might contain are entirely the 
responsibility of the author. 
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there will no longer be a relationship between unemployment and class, so it will become 

difficult to see unemployment as a social problem.1 Hitherto, families functioned as the 

traditional system for overcoming the anxiety and uncertainty arising from risks such as 

unemployment. However, as a result of the development of the welfare state in Western 

industrialized societies since the end of the Second World War, families have been absolved 

of their duty of support. Individuals now have to accept unemployment as the fate of the 

individual and endure it alone (Beck 1998).  

However, in a society like Japan, where the family bears the main responsibility for 

welfare (Esping-Andersen 2000), families must come under pressure to cope in some way 

with unemployment. This is because there is a major impact on family life as a result of the 

unemployment of one family member. Economic problems emerge as a result of unem-

ployment. There is also the possibility that the children’s progression to a higher level of 

schooling will be affected. There can even be situations in which it results in the dissolution 

of the family, through separation or divorce. Unemployment is one of the most important 

life events for understanding the relationship between socioeconomic disparities and fami-

lies in modern society. Accordingly, it is meaningful to research unemployment in terms of 

the family aspects. Despite this fact, the impact of unemployment on family life tends not to 

become apparent in most surveys. 

This paper uses panel survey data that tracks the same individuals over the long term 

to elucidate the impact on family life of the unemployment of the husband. As will be stated 

in the second section, there is a considerable amount of research relating to the unemploy-

ment of husbands and the labor supply of wives, but there is little research into changes in 

the household budget and the division of roles between husband and wife. The characteris-

tics of this paper are the fact that it considers that the coping mechanisms adopted by fami-

lies in response to the unemployment of the husband have an impact on family life, and its 

focus on changes in the household budget and the division of roles between husband and 

wife. There are previous studies that have verified the impact of the husband’s unemploy-

ment in a narrow sense by means of statistical tests using analysis of panel data that incor-

porate many variables (Kohara 2007; Yamaguchi 2007), but I would like to point out from 

the outset that this paper is confined to descriptive analysis. 

The second section summarizes previous studies. The third section describes data and 

variables used in the analysis. The fourth section presents the results of the analysis, and 

these results are discussed in the fifth section. 

 

II. Previous Studies 
 

Perhaps because the occurrence of unemployment itself was rare from the 1970s to 
                                                           

1 However, Beck does acknowledge that unemployment is prone to occur amongst specific classes 
or people who are disadvantaged. Even in Japan, there is a tendency for people with a low level of 
education and blue-collar workers to become unemployed (Higuchi 2001; Ohta 2007). 
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the 1980s, there is little research into unemployment in Japanese family studies. Except for 

the realm of social welfare, there were also few studies concerning poverty. Even if one 

looks at family studies in the USA, one can see that rather than research that directly ana-

lyzed the relationship between unemployment and family life, most studies discussed de-

creases in income. Unemployment generally involves a reduction in income, but a reduction 

in income does not necessarily mean unemployment. However, both have aspects in com-

mon, in the sense that they have an impact on family life. See papers such as Voydanoff 

(1990) for the results of studies carried out to date. 

What was important to family studies in the 1970s was Elder (1997), which analyzed 

data concerning family life during the Great Depression of the 1930s. This study is an im-

portant work of life course research that comprehensively elucidated the impact of a decline 

in the father’s income on the household budget and family relationships. The study was 

based on a panel survey of 167 men and women whose childhood coincided with the Great 

Depression of the 1930s. There were families which fell into crisis, as they were unable to 

maintain the standard of living that they had hitherto. How did they adapt to this? What 

Elder focused on as coping mechanisms was (1) the degree to which families persisted with 

their previous standard of living; (2) whether the roles and relationships changed flexibly; 

and (3) whether there were any previous experiences of having successfully weathered a 

crisis. (1) and (2) are important in relation to this paper. If the family abandons its efforts to 

maintain the standard of living that it had hitherto, those around it will know that the fa-

ther’s status has declined. Even so, there were families which had opted to reduce their ex-

penditure. There were also families which eschewed social interaction. However, amongst 

them were families which went as far as repainting the outer walls of their homes in order to 

prevent others discovering the decline in their status. Other coping mechanisms include 

receiving support from relatives and receiving unemployment benefit. During the Great 

Depression, wives and sons began to go out to work in search of an income. There were 

also families in which the division of roles changed, with daughters taking charge of the 

housework. 

It is not only life course theory that uses a theoretical framework focused on the 

processes by which the family mobilizes its resources to cope and adapt to crises occurring 

within the family. Family stress theory also has the same perspective (see McCubbin and 

Patterson 1982, amongst others, for more about family stress theory). Family stress theory 

has a focus on the family as a group, while life course theory tends to focus on individuals, 

but both theories consider the processes associated with changes in the times, in the form of 

coping and adapting to the occurrence of life events (stressors) in families, so panel data are 

appropriate for analysis.2 

                                                           
2 Due to the constraints of space, this will not be described in detail here, but research based on the 

life course approach includes the follow-up studies conducted by Masaoka and others, relating to un-
employment resulting from the closure of a mine and the subsequent reshaping of the careers of the 
workers. 
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In economics, a considerable amount of research has been built up in regard to 

household budgets and the labor supply of wives. It has been ascertained from the National 

Survey of Family Income and Expenditure that amongst the households in which the head 

of the household or the spouse of the head of the household is unemployed are households 

in which expenditure is curtailed (Ichino 2003). The attraction of the National Survey of 

Family Income and Expenditure carried out by the Statistics Bureau of the Ministry of In-

ternal Affairs and Communications is that the sample size is large, but unfortunately, one 

cannot tell if there are changes in the budget of the same household following unemploy-

ment. 

In response to this, Horioka, Murakami and Kohara (2002) used the Japanese Panel 

Survey of Consumers conducted by the Institute for Research on Household Economics to 

confirm that the consumption expenditure of families is not curbed even after unemploy-

ment. This has been interpreted as being because the impact of unemployment is mild or 

that expenditure actually increases. Alternatively, in many cases there is the possibility that 

consumption was not curtailed because even though a member of the family had become 

unemployed, they had found another job immediately. Finding another job is one effective 

means of averting the danger that the leeway in the household budget will disappear as a 

result of the husband’s unemployment (Moen 1982). There were also families which 

reached into their savings, received unemployment benefit, or received support from parents 

or siblings.3 

The wife going out to work is another effective means of increasing income. It has 

been ascertained from panel data that one can see an additional worker effect amongst 

wives, with wives who had not been in employment finding non-regular employment or 

beginning to look for work after the unemployment of their husbands (Sato 2009); in 

households in which the husband voluntarily left his job, the working hours of the wife in-

crease, and this is particularly conspicuous in the budgets of households that have few fi-

nancial assets (Kohara 2007). 

One can say that wives starting to go out to work or joining the workforce anew as a 

result of the unemployment of their husbands changes conventional role relationships based 

on the division of labor by gender role, namely “men go out to work, women do housework 

and care for children.” Changing role relationships flexibly in the event of a crisis might 

                                                           
3 In addition, the wording for question on the questionnaire might also be a contributing factor. 

The question asks whether the family has experienced unemployment or mandatory retirement within 
the last year. The range of families is broad, and it is unclear which family members have experienced 
unemployment or mandatory retirement. If the husband of the woman being surveyed has become 
unemployed or has retired at the mandatory retirement age, there is likely to be an impact on con-
sumption expenditure. However, if it is someone from the original family of the survey subject (such 
as her father) who has experienced unemployment or mandatory retirement, it can be anticipated that 
there will be no major impact on the consumption expenditure of the household of the survey subject. 
However, even in the analysis in this paper, which is limited to the unemployment of husbands, un-
employment had no impact on consumption expenditure. 
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also be an effective coping mechanism, but it can, conversely, cause stress to the couple 

(Voydanoff 1990; Nunoshiba 2009). 

This paper develops the analysis in Horioka, Murakami and Kohara (2002), and ana-

lyzes changes in family life resulting from the unemployment of the husband, from the 

perspective of the household budget and role relationships between husbands and wives. 

 

III. Analysis 
 

By looking at changes in the household budget following unemployment and role re-

lationships between husbands and wives, this paper provides an understanding of what kind 

of coping mechanisms families adopt in order to try to adapt. More specifically, it analyzes 

the following three points. Firstly, it verifies whether or not the unemployment of husbands 

is more likely to occur amongst certain strata. In the same way as previous studies, one 

would expect that unemployment would be high amongst those who are engaged in sales 

and technical work. This is because jobs in sales have a tendency to be affected by the eco-

nomic climate. Secondly, families in which the husband has become unemployed can be 

expected to cope by curbing their expenditure, receiving unemployment benefit, and reach-

ing into their savings, and this paper looks at whether this can actually be observed. Thirdly, 

it examines whether or not the division of labor by gender role is reconsidered in families in 

which the husband has become unemployed. One would expect that the wife would go out 

to work to increase income, and that the time spent by the husband on housework and 

childcare would also increase in response to this. 

 

1. Outline of the Data Used in Analysis  
The Japanese Panel Survey of Consumers (hereinafter abbreviated to JPSC) carried 

out each autumn by the Institute for Research on Household Economics has been used. The 

objective of this survey is to clarify the factors contributing to changes in living conditions 

resulting from the transition between life stages and major life events, as well as the prob-

lems relating to these. Its characteristics are that it conducts follow-up surveys of the same 

individuals each year, and that it gains an understanding of living conditions from such 

perspectives as the household budget, employment behavior, and family relationships. 

The first wave was carried out in 1993. The population is women aged 24 to 34 

across Japan. The sample was selected using two-stage stratified sampling. Data was col-

lected through the self-administered questionnaires. The number of valid, complete res-

ponses to the first survey was 1500 (an effective response rate of 41.4%). Amongst the re-

covered sample, the proportion of married women was somewhat higher than amongst the 

survey population as a whole, but there was no major difference (Institute for Research on 

Household Economics 2009). The subjects of the second wave were those who had re-

sponded to the first one. The number of valid, complete responses was 1422 (an effective 

response rate of 94.3%). From the third wave onwards, the survey subjects have been those 
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who responded the previous year and those who were unable to respond the previous year 

due to their personal circumstances. Since the third survey, the effective completion rate has 

been maintained at around the 95% mark. Nevertheless, as a few survey subjects each year 

drop out of the survey, the number of effective, complete responses to the 16th survey was 

826. 

The subjects who have continued to respond to the survey between 1993 and the 

present day are called Cohort A. New samples (Cohorts B-D) were added in 1997, 2003 and 

2009. 

Compared with official statistics, the sample size of the JPSC is small. The age range of 

the subjects is not broad. The most important point is that the survey subjects are solely 

women. In other words, one can gain an understanding concerning the unemployment of the 

husbands of the married survey subjects, but one cannot gain an understanding of unemploy-

ment amongst men overall, including those who are unmarried, divorced or widowed. How-

ever, the survey includes a diverse range of questions, including those concerning the house-

hold budget and time use, so it has the advantage that one can gain a multifaceted understand-

ing of changes in the household budget and lifestyle before and after unemployment. 

 

2. Target of Analysis and Analytical Techniques 
The target of analysis in this paper is Cohort A only. Furthermore, the paper focuses 

on the impact of the unemployment of the husband on family life, so it is restricted to 

women with spouses. Women who remarried within a year of becoming divorced or wi-

dowed were also excluded. In addition, women whose husbands were aged 60 or above 

were excluded. This is because the impacts on family life can be assumed to differ in the 

cases of unemployment amongst the younger generation and unemployment due to reaching 

the mandatory retirement age. The occupations of the husbands were restricted to those who 

were employees, and those who were self-employed, family workers of self-employed 

people, and freelance workers were also excluded. 

Thus, the target of analysis has been restricted, so the number of unemployed people, 

who were already few in the data, are reduced even further. Consequently, rather than carrying 

out multivariate analysis or statistical testing, this paper restricts itself to describing changes in 

family life over the course of a year from point t-1 to point t. In addition, the fact that point t-1 

and point t can be compared means that married life continues for at least a year after the hus-

band’s unemployment. In other words, it is necessary to pay attention to the fact that there is a 

bias, in that the study focuses on the stratum of relatively stable families. 

 

3. Variables Used in the Analysis 
How is the unemployment of husbands, which is the central variable in the analysis, 

defined? The Labour Force Survey of the Statistic Bureau of Ministry of Internal Affairs 

and Communications defines those who satisfy the following three conditions as being “to-

tally unemployed persons”: (i) those with no job and who did no work at all during the sur-
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vey period; (ii) those who are ready to work if work is available; and (iii) those who did any 

job-seeking activity or were preparing to start a business during the survey period. In regard 

to this, Higuchi (2001) points out that there can be different definitions, depending on the 

objective of the survey, and introduces the definitions of the six types of unemployment rate 

in the USA. The details will not be described here, but in addition to “totally unemployed 

persons,” the broadest definition also includes “those who wish to work, who are not en-

gaged in job-search activities, but would be able to take up employment immediately if 

there was a job, and who have experience of having sought employment in the past” and 

“those who want a full-time job and can take one up immediately, but who are engaged in-

voluntarily in part-time work due to an economic downturn or other reason.” 

 Due in part to data constraints, unemployment is defined broadly in this paper. In addition 

to the official definition of “totally unemployed persons,” this paper views “those who are 

not engaged in job-search activities, but who are envisaged to be able to take up employ-

ment immediately if there was a job, and who have experience of having taken up employ-

ment in the past” as being unemployed. In operational terms, “those who had a job at point 

t-1 and who do not have a job at point t, but who is envisaged to be able to take up a job 

immediately if one were available” (in other words, those not in employment) are deemed 

to be unemployed (Type 2 in Table 1). This is irrespective of “whether or not they wish to 

be in employment.” Moreover, the reason for unemployment and the period of unemploy-

ment were not set as criteria for classification. 

Table 1 summarizes the changes in husbands’ ways of working between the survey at 

point t-1 and the survey at point t.4 These can be broadly classified into four types. Type 1 

is those who had a job at both point t-1 and point t. Type 2 is those who had a job at point 

t-1 but were not in employment at point t. Type 3 is those who did not have a job at point 

t-1, but had acquired a job at point t. Type 4 is those who did not have a job at either point 

t-1 or point t. Type 1 can be further subdivided into three subcategories: Type 1a “those 

who continued working at the same company for the whole of the last year”; Type 1b “those 

who changed jobs”; and Type 1c “those who went on secondment, etc.”  

This paper focuses on Type 2. The reason why the focus on unemployed persons was 

restricted to Type 2 is because the aim is to see the impact of unemployment more directly. 

Figures for Type 1a, which consists of those who are thought to have the most stable work-

ing lives, are also presented for the purposes of comparison and reference. 

                                                           
4 These were classified into four types based on the questions asked in the survey about employ-

ment status at the time of the survey (“Has a job,” “On leave,” “Student,” “Otherwise unemployed”), 
and retrospective questions about employment experience over the past year (“Did your husband also 
have a job a year ago (at the end of September last year)?” → “Had a job,” “Was not working”; “Was 
he working at the same company a year ago as he is now?” → “Same company,” “Not the same”; 
“Which of the following applies in regard to his change from the company where he was working a 
year ago (at the end of September last year)?” → “Change of jobs,” “Secondment,” “Transfer,” “Mer-
ger/Demerger”). 
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Table 1. Changes in Husbands’ Ways of Working from Point t-1 to Point t 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Note: Excludes those who are self-employed, family workers or freelance workers. 

 

 

The data were pooled, in order to extract as many unemployed persons as possible. 

Consequently, even in the case of the same subject, there are times when they are classified 

as unemployed and times when they are not, depending on the time when the survey was 

conducted. The fixed effects model and the random effects model are not used, so it is not 

possible to consider the unobserved heterogeneity of the individuals. The characteristics of 

the subjects who have continued with the survey, without dropping out, and those who have 

been married since the beginning of the survey, are particularly likely to emerge in Type 1a, 

which is the target for comparison. It is necessary to pay particular attention to these points 

in interpreting the results. 

The other variables used in analysis are husband’s academic background (junior high 

school/high school, technical or vocational school/junior college, or university/graduate 

school) and content of the husband’s job (professional/managerial work, clerical work, 

technical work, sales/service work) at point t-1, and husband’s age at point t. Furthermore, 

other variables used when analyzing the impact of unemployment on family life are (i) 

household budget at point t-1 and point t (annual income, expenditure, amount of loan re-

payments and amount saved during the month of September, and bank balance of the 

household); (ii) status of receipt of unemployment benefit; (iii) changes in the wife’s way of 

working at point t-1 and point t; and (iv) the number of working hours and time spent on 

housework and childcare (minutes) on weekdays by husbands and wives from point t-1 to 

point t. 
 

IV. Results of the Analysis 
 

Firstly, after verifying who has become unemployed, this section looks at the impact 

of the husband’s unemployment. 
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Table 2. Changes in Husbands’ Ways of Working from Point t-1 to Point t by Age 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Only husbands who were in employment at point t-1. This also excludes those who changed job 

or were seconded elsewhere. 

 

 

 

1.  Who Has Become Unemployed? 
Table 2 looks at the ways of working at point t of husbands who had a job a year ear-

lier at point t-1 by age at point t. Although the level is around the 4% mark in the case of 

those in the latter half of their 20s, who are not very numerous amongst those observed in 

the survey, it is around 1% in the case of all other age brackets. In overall terms, it is low 

compared with the unemployment rate in the Labour Force Survey. This is because it is the 

figure for married men, for whom the unemployment figures are thought to be relatively 

low, and also because the denominator for this analysis and that of the Labour Force Survey 

are different. That is, husbands who had a job at point t-1 are the denominator in the analy-

sis in this paper, whereas in the Labour Force Survey, men who are included in the labor 

force at point t are the denominator. 

However, with regard to fluctuations in the unemployment rate by age bracket in this 

paper, the graph describes a U-shaped curve, with high points in the youngest age bracket 

and amongst in the latter half of their 50s. Broadly speaking, this is the same pattern as that 

seen in the Labour Force Survey. 

If one looks at the relationship with the content of the husband’s job before unem-

ployment (Table 3), one can see that the unemployment rate amongst professional workers, 

managerial workers and clerical workers is less than 1%. In contrast, it is above 1% in the 

case of technical and blue-collar workers and sales/service workers. In particular, the figure 

for sales/service workers is in excess of 2%. This is thought to be because such positions are 

prone to be influenced by the economic climate. This study corresponds with previous stu-

dies in that blue-collar workers are more prone to become unemployed than white-collar 

workers; in other words, the less socioeconomically advantaged a person is, the more likely 

he/she is to become unemployed. Academic background is also an important contributing  
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Table 3. Changes in Husbands’ Ways of Working from Point t-1 to Point t by  
 Job Content 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

factor and is related to this. The proportion of husbands who graduated from university or 

graduate school who were unemployed at point t is low in comparison with husbands with 

any other academic background. 

 

2. Impact on Family Life: How Did the Family Cope with the Husband’s Unem-
ployment? 

(1) Changes in the Household Budget  
Table 4 summarizes changes in the household budget before and after unemployment. 

The distribution of incomes is skewed, so median values are shown. As a result of unem-

ployment, husbands’ annual incomes have fallen by as much as 400,000 yen. Moreover, if 

one looks at the proportion of husbands whose income has declined between point t-1 and 

point t, one can see that it is as high as 59.5%. In contrast to this, the annual incomes of 

Type 1a husbands, who have continued to work at the same company, is increasing, albeit 

slightly. Amongst Type 1a husbands are some whose income has fallen, but they account 

for only 35.2%. On the other hand, 54.5% experienced an increase in income. From this, 

one can see that unemployment has a great impact. Furthermore, one can ascertain that the 

annual income of husbands who have become unemployed was not very high even before 

unemployment. If their incomes were not very high, there is unlikely to be much leeway in 

their household budgets. One can say that high-risk husbands become unemployed and their 

household budgets are placed in an even harsher situation. However, the annual income of 

the wife does not increase very much. This is perhaps because it is difficult for her to in-

crease her income suddenly, unless she finds a new job or has a good job transfer. 

How did expenditure change in response to the decline in annual income? It looks as 

though there are no major changes in living costs for families experiencing unemployment. 

This is presumably because it is difficult to reduce one’s standard of living suddenly, just 

because one’s annual income has declined. Job-hunting also makes one’s outgoings mount 
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Table 4. Changes in Husbands’ Ways of Working and Household Budget from Point t-1 
to Point t 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

* Unit: 10,000 yen. 
** Unit: 1,000 yen. 

 

 

up. Families cope with this by reducing their loan repayments and the amount they put aside 

as savings each month. On the other hand, the living costs and amount put aside as savings 

in the case of families where the husband continued to work at the same company increased 

slightly. The amount of loan repayments did not change. However, although it appears that 

there was no great change when one looks at the median value, if one calculates the propor-

tion of families who have reduced their monthly expenditure on living costs, the amount 

they save, and their loan repayments, one can see that in families where the husband is un-

employed, the figures are 53.2%, 56.8%, and 31.3%, respectively. In contrast to this, in 

families where the husband continued to work at the same company, the figures are 43.0%, 

41.9%, and 26.2%, respectively. One can say that families in which the husband has become 

unemployed maintain their standard of living by reducing the amount set aside as savings 

and curbing the use of credit cards and purchases of expensive items. 

One of the reasons why the living costs of families experiencing unemployment do 

not change a great deal is that they are dipping into the savings that they have built up hi-

therto. Of the families in which the husband is unemployed, the proportion of families 

whose bank balances decreased is 40.0%. In contrast to this, the proportion of families in 

which the husband continued to work at the same company, which experienced a fall in 

their bank balance was 34.5%. 

One coping mechanism other than curbing expenditure and dipping into savings is to 

increase income. One way of doing this is to receive unemployment benefit. If one checks  
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Table 5. Changes in Wife’s Way of Working by Change in Husband’s Way of Working 
from Point t-1 to Point t  

 
 

 

the status of receipt of unemployment benefit amongst families in which the husband has 

become unemployed, one can see that the proportion responding “Received” was just 47.2%. 

The proportion responding “Did not receive” was 32.4%. The proportion of families res-

ponding “Was not enrolled in employment insurance” was 9.3%. It is not the case that all 

families received this benefit. Amongst those responding “Received” were many families in 

which the husband’s previous work fell into the category of white-collar worker. It can be 

inferred that the reason why a family is not receiving the benefit is that the husband was not 

enrolled in employment insurance for some reason, or he did not know that one cannot re-

ceive the benefit unless one applies for it oneself. Alternatively, as the responses to this sur-

vey were provided by the wife, it is possible that she was unaware of the actual situation. In 

addition to unemployment itself, there would appear to be differences between strata in 

terms of ways of coping with unemployment. 

 

(2) Changes in Time Use between Husbands and Wives 
One method of increasing income other than by receiving unemployment benefit is 

for the wife to find employment. Has the wife’s way of working changed due to her hus-

band’s unemployment? Has the amount of time the husband spends on housework and 

childcare increased in response to this? Table 5 shows changes in wives’ ways of working. 

If one looks at the proportion of wives who were not in employment at point t-1, but had a 

job at point t, one can see that in families experiencing unemployment, the figure is 26%, 

while in families not experiencing unemployment, it is 14%. One can say that wives began 

to work in paid employment in families in which the husband become unemployed. In addi-

tion, of the wives who continued to work (“In employment → In employment”), the propor-

tion of those who increased their working hours is higher amongst families experiencing  
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Table 6. Changes in Time Spent at Work and on Housework and Childcare by Change 
in Husband’s Way of Working from Point t-1 to Point t 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
*Unit: Minutes. 

 

 

unemployment than amongst families not experiencing unemployment (43.4% and 31.8%, 

respectively). One can say that wives cope with the fall in their husband’s income by taking 

paid employment. However, as one can see from Table 4, the wives’ incomes are not very 

high. 

Meanwhile, do husbands who have become unemployed participate more in house-

work and childcare? Table 6 shows the time spent on housework and the time spent on their 

jobs by husbands and wives. The time spent by husbands on housework is low to start with. 

After unemployment, the majority of husbands have increased the amount of time they 

spend on housework, but the median value is extremely low. Why is this? Firstly, one can 

predict that husbands would be busy with job-seeking activities. If they think their period of 

unemployment will be short, they probably feel that there is no need to change the division 

of labor to any great extent. Another contributing factor might be the fact that those who are 

defined as unemployed in this paper include a certain number of those who have voluntarily 

left their jobs in order to advance. Furthermore, it is conceivable that a major factor is that a 

family lifestyle has already been created in which the wife mainly takes charge of  

housework and childcare in their daily lives, so this cannot be changed all of a sudden. It is 

said that couples who flexibly rearrange the division of labor by gender role find it easier to 

adapt to events that pose a crisis for the family, but changes in the division of labor by 

gender role entail negotiations between family members. This can bring about a new crisis 

for a family (Voydanoff 1990). It is easier in the short term not to change the family’s life-

style. Furthermore, the income of wives, who often leave their jobs to marry or have 
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Figure 1. Changes in Wives’ Level of Satisfaction with Life by Change in Husband’s 
Way of Working from Point t-1 to Point t 

 

 

children, is limited. Amidst this kind of situation at present, the most effective coping me-

chanism is for the wife to take charge of the housework and childcare, and for the husband 

to find a job as soon as possible. 

However, the unemployment of husbands brings about a decline in income, which 

can become a source of stress for most families. In addition, the fact that the division of 

roles in regard to housework and childcare hardly changes at all might well also become a 

source of stress for wives. The level of satisfaction with their lives of wives whose husbands 

have become unemployed is low to start with, but one can see signs of it declining further. 

There are considerable errors here, so one cannot definitively say that there is a significant 

difference, but if the sample size were increased, it can be anticipated that a clear trend 

would emerge.5 

                                                           
5 Yamaguchi (2007) uses panel data analysis of the JPSC to demonstrate that the husband’s unem-

ployment decreases the level of satisfaction with the marital relationship. Based on previous studies 
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V.  Conclusion 
 

From a comparison of panel data from two points in time, this paper has ascertained 

what kind of changes occurred in family life as a result of the unemployment of the husband. 

It is necessary to pay attention to the fact that the sample size is small and the definition of 

the term unemployed person differs from that used in a strict sense, but the following three 

points have become clear: (i) There is a great deal of unemployment amongst those who are 

in technical work and sales/service work. (ii) The husband’s income declines as a result of 

unemployment. Families are unable to curtail their monthly expenditure a great deal, so 

they cope instead by reducing the amount of money they set aside as savings or by dipping 

into the savings that they have already amassed. It is not the case that everyone receives 

unemployment benefit. (iii) There are wives who go out to work or increase their working 

hours, but the incomes of wives are not that high. The amount of time that the husband 

spends on housework or childcare does not increase a great deal. One can perceive a ten-

dency for the level of satisfaction with life of wives, who are forced to shoulder a double 

burden, to decrease. 

In other words, husbands with a low socioeconomic status become unemployed, and 

the leeway in the already-low household budget decreases as a result of unemployment. 

Families can cope for the time being by reducing the amount of money they set aside as 

savings each month, or by dipping into their existing savings, but if this kind of lifestyle 

continues, anxiety about the future will doubtless remain. 

The amount of time that the husband spends on housework or childcare does not in-

crease a great deal after becoming unemployed. It is conceivable that this is because it is 

more rational to maintain the division of labor by gender role in the short term. If the hus-

band’s period of unemployment becomes prolonged and the double burden on the wife con-

tinues, there is a possibility that the family will be forced into rethinking the division of 

labor by gender role, or there is the possibility that it will develop into the dissolution of the 

family.6 

The industrial structure is changing greatly, so there is likely to be little possibility 

that unemployment will decrease in the future. In contrast, there is the view that unem-

ployment will fall if non-regular employment is increased, rather than maintaining regular 

employment. This would certainly cause unemployment to decrease. However, the current 

situation is that the proportion of the household budget accounted for by the husband’s in-

come is large, and female employment is confined to supplementing the household budget. 

                                                                                                                                                    
by authors such as Elder, it would be preferable to analyze the relationship between unemployment 
and the level of satisfaction with the marital relationship. This paper has simply compared two points 
in time (point t-1 and point t), so level of satisfaction with life, which has been covered in the annual 
survey, has been used here. 

6 Of the families in which the husbands were unemployed at point t, 5% were divorced by t+1 
year. 
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If the non-regular employment of married men progresses, there is a possibility that the 

number of families on low incomes will increase, even if the woman is also in paid em-

ployment. In that situation, it would likely be difficult to lead a stable family life. The wife 

obtaining paid employment is deemed to be an effective means of coping with risk, but in 

Japan, where there is a clear division of labor by gender role and a large gender pay gap, it 

is necessary to discount the effect of the employment of wives to some extent. 

In Japan, responsibility for welfare was hitherto mainly taken by families, but as a 

result of the Emergency Human Resource Development and Employment Support Fund 

introduced in July 2009, long-term unemployed persons and non-regular workers who can-

not receive benefits under the employment insurance system became eligible to receive 

benefits during a period of vocational training. This system finished at the end of September 

2011, but a jobseekers’ support system that made this system permanent started in October 

that year. The emergence of a new mechanism that supports the household budget during 

periods of unemployment is a major change, and it can be expected that this will reduce the 

burden on families. 

Three main challenges remain, as outlined below: Firstly, this paper viewed the im-

pact of unemployment on family life and coping mechanisms as being the same. However, 

one should, by rights, distinguish between them. As Moen (1982) asserts, it is not necessar-

ily the case that a coping mechanism is effective just because it has been adopted. By ana-

lyzing which of the multiple coping mechanisms are effective and who used which coping 

mechanism, one can more appropriately examine “adaptation,” which is an important con-

cept in life course theory and family stress theory. 

Secondly, there is the question of grasping the long-term impact of unemployment. 

This paper focused on the short-term impact over the course of a year from point t-1 to 

point t. The household budgets of those who are long-term unemployed are quite tight, (Ja-

pan Institute for Labour Policy and Training 2006), and they are likely to be forced to adopt 

different coping mechanisms from the short-term unemployed.  

Thirdly, there is the problem of the target of the analysis. There is also the possibility 

that sample selection bias is occurring, with survey subjects becoming divorced or dropping 

out of the following year’s survey due to unemployment. This may be the reason that no 

great changes are observed in the household budgets of the unemployed persons in this pa-

per. 

If one were to broaden the range of consideration further, it would be important to 

look at the problem of unemployment amongst those who are unmarried. According to the 

Labour Force Survey, the unemployment rate amongst both men and women aged between 

15 and 24 is extremely high, at around 10%. They are highly likely to be unmarried, and 

there is a possibility that their parents, rather than spouses, are supporting their lifestyles. 

However, parents cannot support their children indefinitely. 

It is feared that this will have an impact both on the demographic structure and on 

fiscal matters. Japan has a low labor force participation rate amongst married women and it 
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is a country with a clear division of labor by gender role, but the desire to be a full-time 

housewife is growing amongst young women. Consequently, young people without a stable 

working life will also be at a disadvantage when it comes to opportunities to create a family 

(Cabinet Office Director General for Policy on Cohesive Society 2011). The number of 

children in Japan born outside marriage as a proportion of all births is extremely low, at less 

than 5%. Consequently, if the number of young people who do not marry increases, the low 

birthrate will become an even more serious problem. If the number of unmarried elderly 

people increases, additional social security expenditure will doubtless be required. Research 

into life course and socioeconomic disparities in recent years has been focusing on whether 

or not advantage or disadvantage at a particular point in time builds up in a person’s subse-

quent life (cumulative advantage/disadvantage), and whether or not it has an impact on 

children’s lives. Panel data is ideal for elucidating such mechanisms. One hopes that re-

search into unemployment and family life will progress further and that there will be debate 

concerning the structure of employment systems that will facilitate a stable family life. 

 

References 
 

Beck, Ulrich. 1998. Kiken shakai: Atarashii kindai he no michi (Risikogesellshaft: Auf dem 

weg in eine andere moderne). Trans. Ren Azuma and Midori Ito. Tokyo: Hosei Uni-

versity Press.  

Director General for Policy on Cohesive Society, Cabinet Office. 2011. Kekkon, kazoku 
keisei ni kan suru chosa hokokusho [Report on the survey concerning marriage and 

family formation]. http://www8.cao.go.jp/shoushi/cyousa/cyousa22/marriage-family/ 

mokuji-pdf.html.  

Elder, Glen H. Jr. 1997. Daikyoko no kodomotachi: Shakai hendo to ningen hattatsu 
(Children of the great depression: Social change in life experience). Trans. Tokio 

Honda, Yasuyuki Kawaura, Yuko Ito, Masako Ikeda and Toshiko Tashiro. Tokyo: 

Akashi Shoten.  

Esping-Andersen, Gosta. 2000. Posuto kogyo keizai no shakaiteki kiso (Social foundations 

of postindustrial economies) Trans. Masao Watanabe and Keiko Watanabe. Tokyo: 

Sakurai Shoten.  

Horioka, Charles Yuji, Akane Murakami, and Miki Kohara. 2002. How do the Japanese 

cope with risk? Seoul Journal of Economics 15, no.1:1–30. 

Horioka, Charles Yuji, Miki Kohara, and Akane Murakami. 2004. Defure jidai ni okeru ri-

suku taishoho [Strategies for coping with risk in the deflation era]. In Joseitachi no 
heisei fukyo [The Heisei recession for women], ed. Yoshio Higuchi, Kiyoshi Ota, and 

Institute for Research on Household Economics, 235–60. Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shin-

bunsha.  

Ichino, Shozo. 2003. Kakei kara mita shitsugyo [Unemployment as seen from household 

budgets]. Tokei [Statistics] 54, no. 5:78–83. 



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 2, Spring 2012 

40 

Institute for Research on Household Economics. 2009. Josei no ikikata to kakei: Shohi sei-
katsu ni kansuru paneru chosa (dai 16 nendo) [Women’s ways of lives and household 

budgets: Japanese panel survey of consumers (16th year)]. A survey report compiled 

and issued by The Institute for Research on Household Economics, Tokyo.  

Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training. 2006. Choki shitsugyo no seikatsu jittai: 

Tsuki heikin no kakei shunyu ha nijuman en ika, nanawari-jaku [The living conditions 

of the long-term unemployed: Just under 70% have a monthly average household in-

come of less than 200,000 yen]. Rodo to Keizai [Labor and economics], no. 

1432:54–58.  

Kohara, Miki. 2007. Otto no rishoku to tsuma no rodo kyokyu [Unemployment of husbands 

and the labor supply of wives]. In Keizai teitai no genin to seido [Causes of and sys-

tems relating to economic stagnation], ed. Fumio Hayashi, 325–40. Tokyo: Keiso 

Shobo. 

McCubbin, Hamilton I., and Joan M. Patterson. 1982. Family adaptation to crises. In Family 
stress, coping, and social support, ed. Hamilton I. McCubbin, A. Elizabeth Cauble and 

Joan M. Patterson, 26–47. Springfield, Ill: Charles C Thomas Publisher Ltd.  

Moen, Phyllis. 1982. Preventing financial hardship: Coping strategies of families of the 

unemployed. In Family stress, coping, and social support, ed. Hamilton I. McCubbin, 

A. Elizabeth Cauble and Joan M. Patterson, 150–68. Springfield, Ill: Charles C Tho-

mas Publisher Ltd. 

Nunoshiba, Yasue. 2009. Chunenki ni okeru fufu (kappuru) sutoresu [Couples’ stress in 

middle age]. In Kazoku no sutoresu [Family stress], ed. Japanese Association of Fam-

ily Psychology, 54–67. Tokyo: Kaneko Shobo. 

Ota, Soichi. 2007. Shitsugyo to rodo saigai: Rodo no nidai risuku wo kangaeru [Unem-

ployment and industrial accidents: Considering the two biggest risks of employment]. 

In Keizai kara mita risuku [Risk from an economic perspective], ed. Toshiaki Tachi-

banaki, 41–64. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten. 

Sato, Kazuma. 2009. Otto no shitsugyo zengo no tsuma no shugyo kodo no henka ni tsuite 

[Concerning changes in the employment behavior of wives following their husbands’ 

unemployment]. A paper distributed at the Panel Survey Conference. 

Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications. 2011. Heisei 22 nen, 
Rodo ryoku chosa nenpo (Annual Report on the Labour Force Survey 2010 [Detailed 
Tabulation]). http://www.stat.go.jp/data/roudou/report/2010/index.htm.  

Voydanoff, Patricia. 1990. Economic distress and family relations: A review of the eighties. 

Journal of Marriage and Family 52, no.4:1099–115. 

Yamaguchi, Kazuo. 2007. Fufu kankei manzokudo to waku raifu baransu [The level of sa-

tisfaction with marital relationships and the work-life balance]. Japanese Journal of 
Research on Household Economics, no. 73:50–60.  

Yoshio, Higuchi. 2001. Koyo to shitsugyo no keizaigaku [The economics of employment 

and unemployment]. Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shinbunsha. 



41 

The Psychological Impact of Job Loss in Japan after the “Lehman 
Shock” 

Susumu Hirokawa  
Taisho University 

 
This paper analyzes the psychological impact of job loss using the qualitative 
KJ method of research, based on interviews conducted with seven people who 
lost their jobs at foreign companies in Japan as a result of the corporate ratio-
nalization carried out after the collapse of Lehman Brothers. Of the seven 
people, three worked for foreign IT companies (Group A). These are all high-
ly-educated people who have remained unemployed for a long period of time 
since they lost their jobs after working for their last employers for a number of 
years. As they have not overcome the psychological shock caused by losing 
their jobs, they are at a loss about how to come to terms with the harsh reality 
and make a major change of course. The other four of the seven people 
worked for foreign financial institutions (Group B). They have overcome the 
shock of losing their jobs, which they now view as an opportunity to switch to 
a new working style. The stark difference between the responses of these two 
groups indicates that from the psychological viewpoint, what Japanese work-
ers must do as they face the harsh winds of globalization is to see abrupt, rapid 
change in their situation in a positive light and respond to it positively. It is al-
so important to develop strategies to promote such positive thinking and beha-
vior. 

 
I. Introduction 

 
Western countries have a history of sociological and psychological research on un-

employment that dates back to the era of the Great Depression (1929) (Bekke 1933; Jahoda 

1982). However, Japanese research activity in this field remains slack in comparison. This 

paper examines the psychological impact that job loss resulting from corporate rationaliza-

tion has on the individual, based on interviews with people who lost their jobs after the 

so-called “Lehman Shock” of 2008, which shook the global economy and financial markets 

after the collapse of major U.S. brokerage house Lehman Brothers. 

Losing one’s job is a serious form of “object loss,” so it is very important to take ac-

count of the psychological aspect of this when providing support to the unemployed. As 

Freud (1961) points out, work is man’s strongest tie to reality and unemployment loosens 

man’s grip on reality. Okonogi (1979), a pioneering expert on Freudian psychology in Japan, 

defines object loss as follows: 1. death of or separation from the object of affection and de-

pendence; 2. change in working environment or break with one’s position or role ([i] loss of 

a person with whom one has closely identified [ii] loss of the working environment with 

which one has identified and [iii] loss of the role and style necessary for adapting to the 

working environment); 3. loss of pride, ideals or possessions ([i] loss of identity and [ii] loss 

of possessions). 
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The object loss experienced by unemployed people represents a multilayered and se-

rious psychological problem. According to Hirokawa (2006), who conducted interviews 

with people who had lost their jobs after the Lehman Shock, many unemployed people re-

gard their job loss as an abrupt declaration of farewell by the object of their strong affection 

and dependence, or as a personal rejection. They are expelled from their organizations, lose 

their affiliations with their companies and job positions, which are evidence of their identity, 

lose their personal relationships with their bosses, colleagues and subordinates, and expe-

rience radical changes in their daily routines, such as the disappearance of the need to go to 

work. Their families worry about them, which adds to their psychological pressure all the 

more. Naturally, they also face economic problems as they lose their sources of income. 

How do unemployed people overcome these losses? Harvey (2002) argues that when 

a man faces a crisis in his life, contextualizing his experience of loss by giving words to his 

sorrows and narrating them will give him the power to fight against depression and loss of 

hope. To heal after a loss, the following process (narrative-behavior model) is necessary: 

experiencing serious loss → formulating a narrative, which means understanding the mean-

ing of one’s loss → narrating the loss, which means talking to a person who cares about that 

loss → undergoing a change of identity → dealing with the loss in a constructive manner. 

Going through this process enables people to gain something from their losses. A change of 

identity refers to a radical change in the way a person views himself/herself that results 

from the experience of a serious loss.  

In career counseling practice, it is presumed that counselors enable people to recover 

from identity loss not by applying theoretical metaphors for crisis and opportunity to indi-

vidual cases, but by having them narrate their crisis-transition process in their own words. 

This indicates that the concept of social constructivism, which attempts to create reality 

through language, and the study of story-telling as part of lifestory research and narrative 

therapy are useful in career counseling research (White [2000], Krumboltz [1996], Cochran 

[1997], and Sugiura [2004]). 

In 2001 and 2002, when the unemployment rate in Japan was higher than 5%, this 

author conducted a research survey (Hirokawa 2006) regarding psychological support for 

unemployed people, using outplacement companies as the field of research. In addition, in 

2008, the author conducted a survey on career consultants commissioned by public em-

ployment support centers (Hirokawa 2008). In light of the experience gained in these stu-

dies, the author believes that psychological research into unemployment must necessarily 

focus on three points: (i) the mental care and career development aspect; (ii) specific ideals 

of psychological support; and (iii) the study of counseling approaches and processes that are 

effective in supporting unemployed people.  

Takahashi (2010) has recently made a notable achievement in the field of psycholog-

ical research into unemployment. She examined in detail the findings of previous studies, 

both domestic and foreign, into the psychology of unemployment and support for the un-

employed, and conducted meticulous research on individuals’ unemployment experiences 
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Profiles of Subjects 

 
 

 

and the psychological support provided by public employment support centers. Takahashi 

suggested that “it may not be until unemployed people go through the retrospective process 

of looking back at their own unemployment experiences that psychological support for them 

can be provided.” For unemployed people, understanding their own unemployment expe-

riences in the context of their lives is quite meaningful. What is needed is counseling re-

search conducted from the perspective of how effective psychological support should be 

provided with regard to both career development and mental care. However, research is 

seldom conducted from this perspective.  

 

II. Methodology 
 

The purpose of this paper is to describe the reality of job loss due to the post-Lehman 

Shock rationalization, as narrated by people who have fallen victim to the ax. The intervie-

wees in the survey and the method of analysis are as follows:   

Subjects : The subjects consisted of eight people introduced to the author by career consul-

tants through reemployment support companies (see the table above)―five men and 

three women―ranging in age from 35 to 57 (average age at 45). The longevity of the 

unemployment period among them ranges from three to 14 months (average period at 

8 months). Of the eight people, seven last worked at foreign companies and one at a 
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Japanese company. This paper focuses on the seven who last worked at foreign com-

panies.  

Method: The study was conducted through partially structured interviews. In the interviews, 

the subjects were asked about: their basic career histories; backgrounds to their resig-

nations; current livelihoods; their feelings and opinions (concerning the past, present 

and future); family members’ responses; and key points of effective support, in that 

order. The duration of interview per subject was approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The 

interviews were recorded with the subjects’ consent and verbatim records were created. 

The study was conducted in February and March 2010. 

Analysis: The analysis used the KJ method (Kawakita 1967), a qualitative research ap-

proach developed in Japan. Keywords were extracted from the verbatim records and 

divided into groups of related words, which were arranged in a single word map (see 

the figure) (Yamada 1999). The author underlined those parts of the interview records 

that are regarded as particularly important. 

 

III. Results 
 

Below, the story of post-Lehman Shock job loss is narrated in a way that reflects the 

word map. As a result of the rapid deterioration of business performance, foreign companies 

carried out rationalization measures, including withdrawal from Japan and consolidation of 

operations in the country. The story of job loss as narrated by the people who lost those jobs 

played out as follows: 

 

Ruthless Job Cuts 
An Entire Division Gutted by Job Cuts  

Our company decided to reduce personnel costs by 25%, which meant that one in 

four employees should be dismissed. In my department, my boss, who had long been trying 

to protect the department from the ax, was forced to resign three years ago. In my division, 

all of the employers were fired. The new boss was a kind of specialist in job cuts. As job 

cutting is a popular rationalization measure in this industry, there are many people who 

move from company to company, boasting records of a series of successful job cuts (Mr. C, 

a 49 year-old employee at a foreign IT company).  

 

Abrupt Layoffs without Sufficient Explanations 
I was summoned by my boss on the day that the head office had announced a job cut-

ting program. I suppose that preparations had been going on for some time, but the boss 

abruptly told me, “You are on the firing list, so you’ve got to go.” It was like receiving a 

mandatory order to resign. No further explanation was offered. (Mr. C, a 49 year-old em-

ployee at a foreign IT company) 

As a certain proportion of the workforce was earmarked for job cutting at our 
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company, our colleagues left one after another. It was not unusual to suddenly find a col-

league’s desk empty when arriving in the office in the morning after a holiday. They would 

abruptly be summoned to a certain room, notified of their dismissal, made to sign the pa-

perwork and be sent away with a few of their personal belongings. It was completely unce-

remonious. They would in no way be allowed to return to their desks. I was let go after re-

ceiving just my bag and a few other things, and I was told that my other possessions would 

be sent to my address later. I was made to sign the paperwork, without any room for protest. 

(Ms. G, a 40-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Psychological Wounds 
Feelings of Worthlessness 

As I mentioned when I explained my career background, I had left my previous com-

pany of my own accord, but this time, I was forced to resign even though I had no wish to 

quit. I felt worthless. (Mr. C, a 49 year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Shifting Blame 
Our company had no intention of protecting jobs in the first place. If the company 

wanted to reduce personnel costs by 25%, I assume it would have been possible to preserve 

jobs by cutting salaries by 25%. But there was little chance that our company would con-

sider an option like that. Instead of taking responsibility, the top managers, including the 

president, created a job cutting committee, cobbled together a list of employees to be fired 

and told them to go. First and foremost, I was dismayed at having been singled out for firing 

and angry at the top managers for not taking responsibility. (Mr. C, a 49 year-old employee 

at a foreign IT company) 

 

Treated Like a Criminal 
As soon as I was let go, I was treated like a criminal. I was prohibited from using my 

computer for what the company said were security reasons. You know, foreign companies 

confiscate all of their dismissed employees’ work-related possessions. In Japan, too, the 

story is the same. When we are notified of our dismissal, we are told to return our comput-

ers. In principle, all our belongings, including our computers, are confiscated. It was com-

pletely shocking to me how much I was treated like a criminal. (Mr. C, a 49 year-old em-

ployee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Fighting against the Company While Taking Anti-Depressants 
I received a notice encouraging voluntary resignation. When I asked whether that 

meant job cutting for rationalization, I got no answer. I complained about a lack of suffi-

cient explanation. I made a counteroffer on the amount of severance pay, at which the pres-

ident, who was a foreigner, expressed surprise. From the following day, I was prohibited 

from entering the office. I could not use my computer. I left the company after making it 
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clear that I saw what was going on as a forcible resignation. As the amount of severance pay 

that came up during settlement negotiations was close to what I had in mind, I signed. 

People who remained at the company agonized alone, without consulting lawyers or labor 

consultation centers, and in the end, they lost their nerve, if I may say so, and they ended up 

signing, too. I am by nature susceptible to bouts of depression and I have accepted that as 

part of my life. But somewhere in my mind, I feel that it is natural to pick up the gauntlet. 

(Mr. E, a 39-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Harsh Environment for Switching Jobs 
Struggling to Reach the Interview Stage 

I suppose that I registered with a total of 23 or so recruiting agencies, and I reached 

the interview stage at two companies last year. I filed job applications with nearly 40 com-

panies, and yet I reached the first-round interviews at just two companies. This year, I filed 

job applications with more than 20 companies in January, as I sent an application letter al-

most every day. But I have not passed the paper-based screening at any company. (Mr. B, a 

50-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

This is not an era in which experience working in the United States or holding certi-

fications and qualifications count. You have to fully meet the criteria required by the com-

pany. A few years ago, the story was different. Now that there is a flood of applicants, em-

ployers weed them out. So, it is a rather difficult situation. (Mr. B, a 50-year-old employee 

at a foreign IT company)  

 

Leave or Stay, a Hell Awaits Either Way 
The overall workload declined. However, the workload on each employee increased 

because the work of the employees who left the company was transferred to the remaining 

ones. One of my colleagues who stayed died – I think he probably killed himself. An em-

ployee who left the company also committed suicide. I guess I have to consider myself to be 

lucky to be alive, at least. (Mr. C, a 49 year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Uncertainty over the Key Hiring Criteria 
I feel as if I am groping my way in the dark. I do not know what my strengths and 

weaknesses are. How to write a resume is often mentioned as an important issue, but that is 

not the point, I think. As I often say, it is like winning the lottery. The issue is not whether 

we have certain strengths or weaknesses. It seems more hit or miss than that, as if employ-

ers make their selections based on a gut feeling that such-and-such a guy “may be a good 

pick.” (Mr. B, a 50-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 
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Dilemma 
Looking for a Job in an Unfamiliar Field That Demands Experience 

I am hoping to work in the supply chain field, as I previously worked in the same 

kind of job. If at all possible, I wanted to switch from the IT industry to the medical care 

industry. I have some experience related to electronic medical appliances. Given my age, I 

knew it would be my last chance, and I figured that if I was going to find a long-lasting job, 

the medical care industry was a good choice because it is resilient to economic cycles and 

relatively stable. However, even in the medical industry, the situation is getting increasingly 

difficult, as employers are weeding out applicants who have no industry experience. So fi-

nally, I have come to the conclusion that the IT industry is my only remaining option, and I 

am now looking for a job that has to do with IT or a job in consumer goods that requires IT 

experience. Only two weeks ago, I filed an application with Company A through a recruit-

ment agency, as the company was willing to accept workers without the relevant experience. 

But it is difficult to pass the paper-based screening. (Mr. B, a 50-year-old employee at a 

foreign IT company) 

 

Age Limits Posing a Huge Obstacle 
With the paper-based screening, one problem is my age. I don’t understand why age 

limits need to be set. Looking back at the history of Japanese culture, elderly vassals used to 

serve the young warlords during the Sengoku era of civil war, so it seems unreasonable to 

set age limits. I think that the government, particularly the Ministry of Health, Labor and 

Welfare, should instruct companies to abolish age limits. I believe that managing older 

workers is one of the essential abilities a manager should have. If the managers are unable 

to do that, the company should be held accountable for appointing incompetent managers. 

Employers generally set the age limit at around 45 years old. (Mr. B, a 50-year-old em-

ployee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Unable to Take the First Step 
Lack of Inner Drive 

One problem is that I cannot bring myself to take action. Although I know in the bot-

tom of my heart that I have to make a move, the drive that I need to do it just isn’t there. 

(Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

A Blank Resume 
Although I am not being cowed, I feel like putting off making any moves until some 

time later. I have put off taking action over and over again. This tells the whole story. A 

blank page. One year after I lost my job, I have not finished writing my resume. (Mr. D, a 

45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company)  
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Career Prospects Too Dire to Be Discussed 
I wonder if there are any people who can afford to discuss their career prospects. 

Maybe one in ten people can afford to do that, and yet I suppose that the remaining nine 

cannot. We just cannot afford to have that kind of discussion as long as we are company 

employees. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Indecision 
Uncertain Where to Compromise 

Even if I join a company, it would be meaningless if I leave it six months later. I don’t 

know how to settle my own feelings. I have been overwhelmed by them. There is another 

me within me. That inner self asks me, “What are you going to do?” This time, I don’t want 

to make the wrong decision. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Financial Problems 
Looming Financial Squeeze 

The problem may be that I am not having such a hard time, as I am not yet in a finan-

cial squeeze. Even so, I cannot afford to continue to live a leisurely life forever. I will have 

to break with this state of affairs sooner or later. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign 

IT company) 

 

Shame about Unemployment 
Keeping It Secret from Family Members 

As my mother died only a short time ago, I have not told my father about me losing 

my job. Although he may have some inkling that it has happened, I have refrained from 

revealing the news to him to avoid adding to his distress. I have not told my daughter who is 

a university junior about it, either, as I don’t want her to worry. Although she may also have 

some idea, I won’t tell her. I have confided only in my wife. My previous company allowed 

employees to work at home, so now, I am pretending to be working at home again, confin-

ing myself mostly to my room. This is a delicate time for my daughter herself. If she had 

already found a job, I might have told her the truth, but she is having a hard time herself. 

(Mr. B, a 50-year-old employee at a foreign IT company)  

 

I have not told my children the truth. My eight-year old daughter may have noticed 

something, as I stay at home most of the time. But maybe because she does not want me to 

think she’s being nosy, she hasn’t asked any questions. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a 

foreign IT company) 

 

Conscious of the Inquisitive Eyes of Neighbors 
I do not attend my kid’s events or go to parent’s day at her school, even though I have 

the time to do so, because if I participated in that kind of event too frequently, it would at-
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tract people’s attention. Also, I refrain from frequenting my kid’s preschool for the same 

reason. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company)  

 

I was conscious of neighbors watching me when I went out to take out the trash. 

When I was working for my previous employer, I sometimes worked at home, so I pre-

tended to be doing that again, saying that a computer and a telephone line are all I need for 

my work. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Crisis and Opportunity in Private Life 
Death of Parents and the Need for Nursing Care 

My mother died last September, and my father lives alone. Although he is still in 

good health at age 82, I am planning to give him financial assistance when his condition 

becomes such that he needs to move to a nursing care facility. (Mr. B, a 50-year-old em-

ployee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Wife’s Illness 
Since I quit my job in the spring, my wife has been ill. She had an operation and spent 

some time in the hospital, so I did not look for a job during that time. (Mr. C, a 49-year-old 

employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Husband’s Transfer Away from Home 
When I returned from my assignment overseas, my husband was transferred away 

from home. Now, he lives alone. It may take a few years before he comes back. (Ms. G, a 

40-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Divorce 
As soon as I was divorced, I lost my job and fell into a state of depression. The se-

verance pay was given to my ex-wife to be used as living expenses. (Mr. E, a 39-year-old 

employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Failure of Family Business 
I am working with a lawyer to reduce the debts left by my parents’ failed real estate 

business. (Mr. E, a 39-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Regaining Time for a Private Life 
Pastimes 

I started snowboarding. I also got my motorcycle license. I was afraid that I might 

crack under the pressure unless I tried something new for a change. Snowboarding helped 

me let off steam and relax, and that was really good for me. Physical exercise created a 

change of pace and gave me the opportunity to consider what to do next. (Mr. E, a 
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39-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Travel 
I knew that I would be laid off. My company was cutting jobs, as the securities indus-

try had been hit hard by the collapse of Lehman Brothers. The company was also outsourc-

ing some work. I started thinking about which countries I would like to go after quitting. 

Although I wanted to study abroad, I thought it would be too hard on my husband. So then I 

started thinking of just traveling abroad on my own, and my husband told me, “Go wherev-

er you like and study there,” so I went to New York for a three-month stay. (Ms. G, a 

40-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Friends 
I felt that it would be better to avoid meeting people until the situation settled down. 

But then I went to visit a close friend of mine from high school. I just thought that I had to 

let off some steam. I told him everything, including about my divorce and losing my job. He 

had me come over and served me sukiyaki. (Mr. E, a 39-year-old employee at a foreign fi-

nancial institution) 

 

Family 
Our child was still little, so I became a stay-at-home dad. My wife is still working for 

the same company. She may lose her job anytime, though, since the company has recently 

merged with another firm. After seeing my wife off when she leaves for work, I set myself 

to doing the household chores. The day passes very quickly. I have free time from 9 a.m. till 

around 4:30 p.m., when our child comes home. My wife prepares breakfast in the morning, 

and I am responsible for washing dishes. For dinner, I do everything including shopping for 

ingredients. (Mr. D, a 45-year-old employee at a foreign IT company) 

 

Rethinking Lifestyle, Working and the Work-Life Balance 
Making a Fresh Start 

I finished working out the debts left by my parents’ failed business, got divorced and 

lost my job, so I feel that I have undergone a full cycle of private and public life events. As I 

have now reset my life, I expect no further setbacks ahead as long as I stay healthy. I would 

like to use 2010 as a year of preparation for a leap forward. (Mr. E, a 39-year-old employee 

at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Keeping Distance from the Company 
I think it’s inevitable that I will switch jobs again in the future, so I plan to acquire 

skills that may be required when I move on to another company, and I also intend to keep 

my information on file with the job change information site. It is essential for me to main-

tain my peace of mind by always keeping my options available. Some people may look 
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askance at keeping an escape route open like that, but our employer does not protect us. I 

suppose I will continue to be on the lookout for an opportunity, preparing for the day when I 

may be fired or get fed up with the company. I have taught myself to keep some distance 

between me and my company, for better or for worse. 

(Mr. E, a 39-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Seeing Job Loss As an Opportunity 
Providential Chance 

I used to be too busy trying to make more money to take the time to reflect on the 

significance of educating myself or contributing to society, so in that respect, I feel like 

maybe God was giving me the chance to do that. Now, I get the chance to talk with a lot of 

different people. When I was always busy preparing for presentations, I did not have any 

time to do that, and now I realize that I should value it. I suppose there are plenty of things 

that I overlooked when I was busy. Recently, I had an opportunity to meet with a friend 

from college who is now devoting herself to raising her children. As I have realized that 

other people are spending their days in a meaningful way, it has occurred to me how defi-

cient I am as a human being by comparison. I feel like I need to make a bigger effort to lead 

a more meaningful life. (Ms. F, a 37-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Waking Up to the Importance of Volunteering  
Losing my job was like a gift, so I feel that something bad could happen to me unless 

I pay it back. That is why I have been volunteering for the past year. I woke up to the im-

portance of volunteering only after I lost my job, and I now feel like I am doing something 

worthwhile. (Ms. H, a 39-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

Sense of Elation Overcomes Worries 
My husband and I have no children, so it’s just the two of us. It was like my husband 

was an aircraft carrier from which I took off in a fighter plane. I would fly away somewhere 

for awhile and return to it to rest. The carrier would go on in its own course. We are quite 

different types of people. Recently, my husband was transferred to a different location and 

can’t live at home. Now, I am kind of embarking on a voyage on a new ship of my own, 

albeit a small one, although I still feel as if I am flying in the sky. I have tried new things 

before, and I am always worried and scared when I do. However, at the same time, I always 

feel a sense of elation that overcomes my worries and fears. (Ms. G, a 40-year-old employee 

at a foreign financial institution)  

 

Opening Up Future Possibilities 
Learning Know-How about Rural Revitalization 

I am scheduled to start my new job next week. This job that I found is out in the 

country. I used to work in a job that dealt with hotel investment, so this time, I will work to 
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turn around struggling resort hotels. My former boss from my previous company invited me 

to join him. Since I am single, I thought that I would find it easier to make a fresh start if I 

live away from Tokyo and from my parents. I also hope to gain some knowhow about busi-

ness turnaround and revitalization in rural communities. When I returned to my home re-

cently, it occurred to me that if something happened to either of my parents, I will have to 

come back immediately so that I can care for them. In any case, I intend to quit working as 

a company employee sometime in the future. I am convinced that I must return to my ho-

metown some day and start my own business there. (Mr. E, a 39-year-old employee at a 

foreign financial institution) 

 

Career Prospects 
I think that the next 10 years, while I am in my forties, will be a critical period for me. 

In the future, I would like to work without attaching myself to an organization—to work 

freelance or start business in partnership with somebody, for example. When I’m a bit more 

certain in my mind about the path to take, I would like to go back to school. I want to take a 

correspondence course in a relevant field and if possible, I would like to go on to graduate 

school as well. I am also still hoping to be able to get back to the United States. (Ms. G, a 

40-year-old employee at a foreign financial institution) 

 

IV. Deliberation 
 

From the above narrative, it is clear that foreign companies operating in Japan are as 

ruthless and tough in their approach to job cuts here as they are in their home countries. 

Their way of cutting jobs inflicts psychological wounds on the employees, creates feelings 

of worthlessness and foments anger at and distrust of the organization and bosses. In the 

meantime, if employees dismissed by foreign companies wish to obtain a similar type of job 

in the same industry, there is a shortage of job openings given the wave of job cuts resulting 

from the withdrawal from Japan, mergers and consolidations triggered by the Lehman 

Shock. This situation is unlikely to turn around anytime soon. Consequently, the range of 

options available for the unemployed is narrow unless they are willing to take their chance 

in unfamiliar fields. However, even employees willing to look for new jobs in unfamiliar 

fields face a dilemma, as many companies hire only employees who have relevant expe-

rience. In a situation like this, unemployed people have to achieve a dramatic 

self-transformation so that they can make a fresh start and adapt to changes in the working 

environment. The above circumstances are universal to people who have lost jobs at foreign 

companies in Japan since the Lehman Shock.  

However, the two groups of people studied perceived and responded to their job loss 

quite differently. The first, Group A, comprises people who worked at foreign IT companies, 

and the second, Group B, comprises people who worked at foreign financial institutions. 

Group A consists of three men with an average age of 48 (range from 45 to 50). All 
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three are married with children and have either undergraduate or graduate school degrees. 

Although one of them has changed jobs frequently, the average job longevity at the last 

company was 11 years, which suggests that Group A has a relatively strong sense of be-

longing to the company. None of the three have told their children or parents about having 

lost their jobs. Their average unemployment period is approximately one year, and as they 

have received the full period of unemployment benefits, they may have to start worrying 

about their financial situation soon. While they understand intellectually that their futures 

will remain dim unless they accept the change in working environment and take their 

chances in unfamiliar fields, their hearts have not come to terms with that reality. One of 

them has not been able to finish writing his resume in more than a year since losing his job. 

The survey results illustrate these men’s failure to bring themselves to take the first step in a 

new direction, for which there are several presumed reasons. Given the looming financial 

squeeze, it is uncertain how long they can afford to continue sitting on the fence in the hope 

that their situations will improve. As they have families to support, they are at a loss as to 

where they should compromise with regard to income, company size and other factors. The 

circumstances are in place for prolonging their period of unemployment. 

Meanwhile, the people in Group B have an average age of 39 (range from 37 to 40), 

and none of them have families to support. Their academic backgrounds vary widely, with 

one of them having U.S. graduate school degrees and another having only a senior high 

school diploma. As far as employment arrangements are concerned, all people in Group A 

were regular employees, while those in Group B include a person who started as a tempo-

rary staff worker and switched to the status of a contract worker and then to a regular em-

ployee. For Group B, the average job longevity at the last company was approximately four 

years, less than half the average for Group A. The people in Group B presumably value au-

tonomy in career development more than those in Group A, and because of this, keep more 

distance between themselves and their employers. Some members of Group B are thinking 

of working freelance or starting a business on their own, and one of them is considering 

working for an NPO. Partly because they do not have children, all of the people in Group B 

have revealed to their families that they have lost their jobs. Having regained the time for a 

private life, they are all deliberately making a change of pace by spending it on pastimes 

and travel for their own sake, rather than for the sake of their families. Some of them have 

begun to review their work-life balance, while others are starting to see new possibilities 

open up. We must allow for the fact that most of them have been unemployed for a rela-

tively short period of time and so have not acutely felt the hardship of living without a job 

or of looking for a new job. They all see their job loss as an opportunity, in sharp contrast to 

the entrenched thinking of Group A that losing their jobs was a disaster.  

Douglas T. Hall (2002), a career development researcher and organizational consul-

tant, argues that as the psychological contract between the employer and employee changes 

as a result of the industrial structure, employees need to pursue a “protean career” in which 

they proactively work at career development and constantly adapt to changes in the working 
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environment. The protean career is characterized by the following concepts: 

 

 Individual employees, rather than the organization, take charge of career manage-

ment.  

 A career is a lifetime, continuous process that involves the person’s experiences, 

skills, learning, opportunity and identity change (career maturity should be meas-

ured in terms of not chronological age but “career age”). 

 Career goals are set in terms of psychological success, such as job satisfaction and 
feelings of self-growth, rather than objective achievements as evaluated by other 

people (promotion, position, salary, etc.). 
 

Hall characterizes identity and adaptability as essential elements for the development 

of a protean career, and argues that if people do not have a solid identity as an “internal 

compass,” they behave like chameleons, always changing their color. Flexibility and adap-

tability must be rooted in the foundation of a strong and clear identity. To develop their 

identities, people need not only have self-awareness but also know how to learn more about 

themselves. To that end, they need to receive feedback and support from other people and 

go through a relational process. When they reflect on and try to learn from their experiences, 

it is more effective for them to do so with the appropriate partners. As a way to do that, Hall 

recommends that people keep records of what they have learned. People can deepen their 

learning if they keep records of, and deeply reflect on, career-related problems and changes 

that occur in their lives, including everyday incidents as well as turning-point events, de-

scribing what occurred, why it occurred, what can be done to deal with it, and with whom it 

can be shared, and then share those experiences with the right people (bosses, colleagues, 

friends, family members, etc.). 

Hall emphasizes the relational approach, which is based on the concept that career 

development is achieved through the process of mutual learning as part of relationships 

among people. A career perspective that emphasizes self-fulfillment and relationships with 

other people, has significant implications for those people within Japanese organizations 

who have been dismayed at having their self-fulfillment measured by an external yardstick 

as a result of a rapid shift in emphasis from team performance to individual performance, 

and who have a sense of unease about the concept of using a change of jobs as a way to 

climb the career ladder. 

Van Vianen, De Pater, and Preenen (2009) pointed out that the meaning of career 

adaptability has recently changed from a turning point between different career stages or the 

balance between a person’s work and his/her private environment (Goodman 1994) to the 

state of being ready to cope with the predictable tasks of preparing for and participating in 

the work role and with the unpredictable adjustments prompted by changes in work and the 

working environment. (Savickas 1997). 

The ability to accurately predict changes in the working environment in a timely fa-
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shion and the ability to make adjustments as soon as possible when unpredicted changes 

occur are the critical elements of career adaptability. This is evident from the contrast be-

tween the responses of Groups A and B to job loss, as shown in this paper. 

 

V. Conclusion 
 

Above, this paper has described the psychology of people who have lost jobs at for-

eign companies as a result of the wave of corporate rationalization triggered by the Lehman 

Shock, based on their own narratives of their unemployment experiences as obtained 

through interviews. Of particular note is our finding that these people have perceived and 

responded to their job loss differently, despite invariably experiencing ruthless job reduc-

tions and a harsh environment for finding a new job.  

People like Ms. G in Group B (a 40-year employee at a foreign financial institution) 

who feel a sense of elation as they face rapid changes in the working environment, are pre-

sumably a minority in Japan. In an extreme case, Mr. D in Group A (a 45-year-old employee 

at a foreign IT company), cannot bring himself to make a fresh start and cannot even com-

plete his resume and file a single job application in the year after losing his job, as he con-

tinues to face uncertain career prospects. What kind of support would be effective to help 

people like him? The more achievements people make in terms of academic attainment, job 

performance, status and income, and the greater the burden they are saddled with in terms 

of families to support and housing loans to repay, for example, the less able or willing they 

become to extricate themselves from the tangles of their life. However, unless they are 

ready and brave enough to face up to the harsh reality and come to terms with the conse-

quences of corporate rationalization, unemployed people will find it difficult to get out of 

their rut. If they do too much soul-searching, they could fall into a state of self-denial. The 

effective approach would be to prescribe cognitive-behavioral therapy that enables unem-

ployed people to better understand the gap between themselves and the situation in which 

they find themselves in an objective and rational manner, helping them to change their 

mindset. 

From the psychological viewpoint, what Japanese workers must do as they face the 

harsh winds of globalization is to see abrupt, rapid change in their situation in a positive 

light and respond to it positively. It is also important to develop schemes to promote such 

positive thinking and behavior. 

This paper does not include a detailed analysis of support for unemployed people, a 

matter that the author hopes to study sometime in the future in relation to the narrative ap-

proach that encourages unemployed people to recognize and explain their unemployment 

experiences as a turning point. The author intends to more closely analyze the data collected 

through this survey and conduct a new survey on a larger sample population that covers a 

wider range of age groups and business sectors. Based on the new survey, the author plans 

to examine differences in how different groups of people recognize changes in the working 
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environment and what causes these differences, and to study effective support measures as 

well as counseling approaches and processes, in terms of both mental care and career de-

velopment. 
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Unemployment and Happiness 

Fumio Ohtake  
Osaka University  

 
Are unemployed people unhappier than employed people? To answer this 
question, this paper presents an extensive review of previous overseas studies 
and conducts an empirical analysis of the determinants of happiness in Japan. 
The main result in this study is consistent with that of previous studies; even 
when the income level and other individual characteristics are held constant, 
unemployment reduces people’s happiness. This conclusion, if it is true, sug-
gests that under budget constraints, to create jobs rather than to redistribute 
wealth to the unemployed may be more effective to raise people’s levels of 
subjective well-being (happiness). 

 
I. Introduction 

 

Are unemployed people really unhappy? It might be common knowledge that unem-

ployment makes people unhappy. However, according to neoclassical economic point of 

view that emphasizes the market equilibrium, unemployment is voluntary. Suppose that the 

wage flexibly adjust to equilibrate the labor market, people choose to be jobless, rather than 

engage in work at a low wage, to find better jobs through ongoing job search activities. If 

people choose to leave employment, the voluntarily unemployed people, everything else 

being equal, should be happier than the employed as long as they do not work or there 

should be no difference in the degree of happiness. 

If, on the contrary, the employed are happier than the unemployed, when the income 

level and other conditions are held constant, the assumption of neoclassic economics that 

people become voluntarily unemployed needs to be modified. Even when unemployment is 

assumed to arise under conditions of downward wage rigidity, the unemployed should be at 

a higher utility level than the employed. In other words, in case that people with high in-

come are unemployed and people with the same level of income are employed, the utility 

level of the unemployed should be higher, as long as labor involves disutility. However, if 

being employed provides not only pecuniary benefit but also a sense of happiness to people, 

economic policies should be revised accordingly based on such recognition. It implies that 

compensation in money would not increase the levels of subjective well-being of the unem-

ployed, although their income levels reach those of the employed. Under the budget con-

straints, creating more jobs than compensating the unemployed will be more effective to 

improve the level of well-being. 

In this regard, for the policy-making as well as economic analysis, studying how un-

employment affects people’s happiness is very critical. Then, how can we measure people’s 

feeling of subjective well-being, “happiness”? Happiness is usually measured by using data 

from attitude surveys, which typically ask, “Taken all together, to what extent are you cur-



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 2, Spring 2012 

60 

rently feeling happy?” People’s answers to this question are coded on a 10-point scale 

ranging from 0 for “very unhappy” and 5 for “neither happy nor unhappy” to 10 for “very 

happy.” 

Happiness, an individual’s subjective feeling of well-being, has not been much stu-

died theoretically and examined empirically by economists because of its subjectivity and 

difficulty in making comparison between individuals. However, the recent empirical studies 

on “happiness” and “satisfaction” have revealed that the effects of personal characteristics 

and economic variables on the level of happiness are quite robust and the significant rela-

tions are widely recognized in the international academic filed. For example, Frey and 

Stutzer (2002) state that the recent empirical studies on happiness have well proved that 

unemployment has a significant negative effect on happiness even when other factors are 

controlled for.1 

The effects of unemployment on happiness can be analyzed from two different as-

pects. One is a personal-level effect that concerns how individuals’ employment state or any 

experiences of unemployment affect one’s happiness. The other is a macro-level effect that 

focuses on how the macro-level unemployment rate affects the level of happiness. Increase 

in the macro-level unemployment rate could affect happiness in two ways: (i) as the number 

of unemployed people increases, the number of happy people in the entire society decreas-

es; (ii) even for the employed, a rise in the macro-level unemployment rate increases a fear 

of unemployment, which eventually leads to lowering the level of happiness. 

Di Tella, MacCulloch, and Oswald (2001) analyze how the unemployment, the un-

employment rate, and the inflation rate affect the level of happiness based on micro data on 

happiness for 12 European countries. They argue that everything else same, the unemployed 

are less happy than the employed. Clark and Oswald (1994) also conduct an empirical anal-

ysis using the UK micro data, and clarify that unemployment significantly reduces people’s 

happiness. Wolfers (2003) and Blanchflower and Oswald (2004) find using the US and UK 

data that unemployment has a negative effect on happiness. 

Earlier studies on the relation between unemployment and happiness may have some 

limitations if they are based on cross-sectional data. The negative correlation between un-

employment and happiness does not necessarily indicate that unemployment has a 

cause-and-effect relationship with happiness. For example, unhappy people may be more 

likely to become unemployed and in this case, the causality runs in the opposite direction. 

One possible approach to overcome this problem is to analyze fluctuations in the level of 

happiness of the same individual, or to treat the time invariant happiness level as the fixed 

effect. With this method, the adverse relation that people who feel less happy by nature are 

more likely to jobless can be explained as the fixed effect. Then, the actual effect of unem-

ployment on happiness can be analyzed. Using the German panel data, Winkelmann and 

                                                           
1 Hamermesh (2004) made a critical review of the economic analysis that use subjective indica-

tors. 
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Winkelmann (1998) analyze unemployment and its effect on happiness by eliminating the 

fixed effects. Their results indicate that even when the fixed effect of individuals is taken 

into consideration, unemployment still has a large, negative effect on happiness. In other 

words, the negative correlation between unemployment and happiness is not attributed to 

the reverse causality that those who are unhappier than average tend to be easily unem-

ployed; rather, the negative correlation is resulted from the fact that becoming unemployed 

has a negative effect on people’s happiness. 

Does the effect of unemployment on happiness differ by the circumstances of the 

unemployed? For example, if people become unemployed in the situation where the unem-

ployment rate is high, and unemployment is a common occurrence or an unusual event, the 

effects of unemployment may differ. Many studies in the United Kingdom show that unem-

ployment has a smaller effect on happiness in high unemployment areas than in low em-

ployment areas. Clark and Oswald (1994) find that the negative effect size of unemploy-

ment on happiness is small among young and elderly people who experience a high unem-

ployment rate, compared with the 30-49 age group who has a low unemployment rate. 

However, Winkelmann and Winkelmann (1998) conduct the empirical analysis using Ger-

man panel data and present a quite different result that young people suffer most from the 

unemployment and they report the lowest happiness. This remarkable difference may be an 

indication of the possibility that for some countries, being unemployed at a young age acts 

as a permanent shock to the person but not for other countries.2 

Di Tella, MacCulloch, and Oswald (2001) and Wolfers (2003) analyze the effect of 

the macro-level unemployment rate on happiness, in addition to the effect of individuals’ 

unemployment on subjective well-being. They report that a rise in the macro-level unem-

ployment rate reduces individuals’ happiness. The magnitude of the negative effect caused 

by increasing unemployment rate at macro level is bigger than that caused by increasing 

inflation rate. Wolfer (2003) further discovers that fluctuations in the unemployment rate 

also have a negative effect on the level of happiness.3 

Comparatively, there have been only few studies on the effect of economic variables 

on people’s level of happiness in Japan.4 This paper, in this regard, aims to fill this gab by 

examining how unemployment affects individual happiness, using Japanese data. Two sets 

of data are used for this study. One is the data collected from the Questionnaire Survey on 

Lifestyle and Society (2002), conducted independently by the author. This survey investi-

gates the level of happiness of individuals and their employment status. The other is the data 

from the National Survey on Lifestyle Preference (1978-1999), conducted by the Economic 

Planning Agency. This survey asks the level of happiness throughout all survey years and 

also includes a question on the perceived level of fear of unemployment. The main esti-

mated results based on these two data are: (i) with level of income held constant, the unem-
                                                           

2 Korpi (1997) conducted an empirical analysis using data of young people in Sweden.  
3 For macroeconomics and happiness, see Darity and Goldsmith (1996), Oswald (1997).  
4 For the study on happiness and inequality, see Ohtake and Tomioka (2002, 2003).  
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ployed are less happy than those with jobs; (ii) the fear of unemployment reduces people’s 

happiness. 

Section II explains two data sets used for this study, and Section III reports the results 

of the empirical analysis on the effect of unemployment on happiness. Section IV presents 

conclusions and discusses future issues. 

 

II. Data 
 

1. Questionnaire Survey on Lifestyle and Society 
The first data used for the analysis of the relation between happiness and unemploy-

ment are collected from the Questionnaire Survey on Lifestyle and Society (hereafter, 

QSLS) (2002), conducted independently by the author during the period 13-26 February 

2002. A sample of 6,000 people aged between 20 and 65 was drawn by two-phase stratified 

random sampling. The questionnaires were sent to respondents by mail. The total number of 

responses collected was 1,943, among whom 1,928 were valid responses (valid respondent 

rate: 32.1%). The questions can be roughly divided into the following categories: (i) Japa-

nese economy (determining factors of income level and normative evaluation thereof, past 

and future changes in income distribution, opinions on income redistribution policy); (ii) 

respondent’s financial situation (current income, assets, expected income, expected inflation 

rate, experience of unemployment, level of happiness, class consciousness); (iii) respon-

dent’s utility function (time preference, risk aversion rate); (iv) other individual characteris-

tics (e.g., gender, age, individual and parental educational attainment).  

Studies on the effect of unemployment on happiness using cross-sectional data have 

limitations to completely control for personal characteristics, which makes it difficult to 

eliminate the adverse cause-and-effect relationship between unemployment and happiness. 

The analysis using the QSLS may pose the same problem, but the main difference from 

previous studies is that this study adds an indicator for the degree of risk aversion to better 

control for individual characteristics. 

The degree of risk aversion is constructed by subtracting from 100% the individuals’ 

responses to the question “When you go out, how high a probability of rainfall makes you 

carry an umbrella (0~100%)?”: high values implies a tendency to avoid taking risks. This 

indicator is advantageous because it uses the day-to-day situation which is easily unders-

tandable for the Japanese respondents and the continuous variable is simply generated from 

answers for the probability of rainfall. The risk aversion measured from the “reservation 

price of a hypothetical lottery ticket” may be affected by the respondent’s income level or 

asset level. If that happens, the degree of aversion with the same risk level may not be ac-

curately measured. Another limitation is that there may be some respondents who have dif-

ficulties in making self-assessment of risk attitudes regarding the hypothetical lottery ques-

tion. The potential problem posed by the rainfall indicator, on the other hand, is that the 

magnitude of disutility from being caught in a rain may itself vary depending on the res-
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pondent’s age, gender, income and other individual characteristics. However, in multiple 

regression analysis, we can estimate the net effect by controlling for any other factors.  

 

2. National Survey on Lifestyle Preference 
Another data used in this paper are collected from the National Survey on Lifestyle 

Preference (hereafter NSLP). This survey has been carried out by the Economic Planning 

Agency (currently the Cabinet Office) every year, and the survey includes a time-series 

component every three years for a chronological comparison. The successive waves of the 

NSLP survey with the interval of three years have asked the same question on happiness. 

This paper uses individual data from time-series survey collected at 8 points in time be-

tween 1978 and 1999. The NSLP has a nationwide sample of both sexes from the age of 15 

to 75 drawn by two-phase stratified random sampling and the drop-off survey method is 

used. The total sample size is 30,007 across the eight successive surveys. In contrast to the 

cross-section data from the QSLS, the data from the NSLP make it possible to analyze the 

effect of changes in the macro-level unemployment rate on happiness. However, it was not 

possible to examine the effect of individual unemployment on happiness because the NSLP 

does not include questions about a respondent’s job search activities. Instead, this survey 

asks, “To what extent are you currently satisfied with the following aspect of your job: work 
without fear of unemployment.” Using this question, how “fear of unemployment” affects 

individual happiness can be analyzed. Responses to this question are given in the form of a 

5-point rating scale running from “hardly sufficiently satisfied” to “sufficiently satisfied.” 

Reported results are converted to a binary variable: those who answered either “not very 

satisfied” or “hardly satisfied” are defined as persons who have “fear of unemployment 

(=1).”  

 

3. Descriptive Statistics 
Trends in Time-Series 

Figure 1 shows the trend in the mean level of happiness calculated from the NSLP. 

The average happiness level declined until 1987, remained nearly flat between 1987 and 

1996, and then further declined thereafter. The change in unemployment rate shown in Fig-

ure 1 corresponds to a slow increase of the percentage of people who have fear of unem-

ployment. The decline in happiness over time and the increase in unemployment rate (fear 

of unemployment) suggests that there is a negative correlation between happiness and the 

rest of two. 

 

Distribution of the Level of Happiness  
The QSLS and the NSLP were conducted by the method of mailing survey and 

household drop-off survey respectively and obtained different response rates. Due to these 

differences in survey method and responses rate, two surveys may provide different  
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Sources: Level of happiness and fear of unemployment are calculated by the author from the  

 NSLP and unemployment rate is from the Labor Force Survey. 
 

Figure 1. Level of Happiness, Unemployment Rate, and Fear of Unemployment 
 

 

distribution of the level of happiness. Figure 2 to 4 enable us to compare the distribution of 

happiness level. Figure 2 and Figure 3 show the distribution of average happiness based on 

the QSLS and the NSLP, respectively. Figure 4 shows distributions of happiness level by 

successive survey year between 1987 and 1999. Similar patterns in the shape of the distri-

bution of happiness are observed from both surveys. First, the distribution is skewed to the 

right of the median of “neither happy nor unhappy.” Next, the distribution has two peaks at 

level 5 and level 7-8, while relatively small number of respondents answered level 6. The 

QSLS, despite a lower response rate, has a fair number of responses below level 4 or lower, 

so it is unlikely that data are too skewed to the responses with higher happiness levels. Fig-

ure 4 ensures that these patterns in the shape of distribution are stable over time.  

 

Unemployment and Happiness 
Table 1 to 3 report the happiness levels of people who are unemployed, who have ev-

er experienced unemployment, or who currently have fear of unemployment in comparison 

with their counterparts. First, Table 1 compares the levels of happiness between the unem-

ployed and the others. Here, happiness levels measured on a 10-point rating scale are di-

vided into three categories: “happy” for level 6 and higher; “unhappy” for level 4 and  
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Figure 2. Distribution of the Level of Happiness (QSLS) 

 
 

 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of the Level of Happiness (NSLP; 1978-1999) 
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Figure 4. Distribution of the Level of Happiness by the Successive Survey Year  
 between 1978 and 1999 (NSLP) 

 
 

lower; and “neither happy nor unhappy” for level 5. The unemployed are defined as those 

who have no job and carry out job search activities. 43% of the unemployed answered that 

they were unhappy, which is in strong contrast to their counterparts; only 8% of the others 

answered that they were unhappy. The difference between these two groups is more evident 

under the “happy” category. While only 27% of the unemployed answered they were happy, 

but more than half of the others answered that they were happy.  

Table 2 compares the level of happiness between people who have ever been unem-

ployed for the past five years and the others. Those with the past experience of unemploy-

ment account for 20% of all respondents. Their average “unhappy” (23%) is higher than 

those without the unemployment experience (6%), although it is not as high as those who 

are currently unemployed (43%). It means people who have ever been unemployed feel 

unhappier than those without unemployment experience, but those who feel much unhap-

pier is people who do not have a job now. 

The fear of unemployment has a negative effect on the level of happiness (Table 3). 

The fear of unemployment is measured from the following question: “There is a possibility 

that someone in your family become unemployed in the next two years.” Among those who 

responded “yes,” about 16% answered that they were unhappy, while only 5% of people 

who responded “no” answered that they were unhappy. 
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Table 1. Unemployed People and Their Level of Happiness 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

   Source: QSLS (2002). 

 
 

Table 2. Experience of Unemployment and Level of Happiness 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Source: QSLS (2002). 

 
 

Table 3. Fear of Unemployment and Level of Happiness 

 
   Source: QSLS (2002). 

 
 
III. Estimation Models and Estimation Results 

 

Unemployment is not the only factor that affects people’s happiness. To see the net 

effect of unemployment on happiness, other determinants of happiness are being controlled 

for. In this section reports the empirical results of estimating ordered probit equations in 

which individual happiness levels are regressed on unemployment and other individual 

characteristics.  
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics from the QSLS 

 
 

 

1. Estimation Results Based on the Questionnaire Survey on Lifestyle and Society 
Table 4 presents descriptive statistics obtained from the QSLS and Table 5 reports the 

estimation results for the determinants of happiness. First of all, the effects of individual 

characteristics on happiness correspond to those found in the previous overseas studies: (i) 

those with higher household income and assets are happier; (ii) the level of happiness is 

higher among women than men; (iii) the lowest level of happiness is observed among 

people aged around 40. In addition, the coefficient sizes of woman (=1) and female-headed 

household (=1) are nearly equal but opposite in sign. This suggests that the happiness level 

of women become similar to that of men if the women are the head of household. Secondly, 

being unemployed, unemployment experience, and fear of unemployment have substantial  
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Table 5. Estimation Results Based on the QSLS 

 
Notes: Other explanatory variables include the dummy for the structure of family 

who live together.  

 ***: 1%-level of significance.  

 **: 5%-level of significance.  

 *: 10%-level of significance. 

 

 

negative effects on happiness, even when individual characteristics such as household in-

come, gender, and age are being controlled for. These results do not change when expecta-

tions about future income growth and the degree of risk aversion are additionally included 

in the model. This suggests that even when keeping all economic variables of the income 

change rate, household income and assets held constant, the unemployment, experiences of 

unemployment, and fear of unemployment significantly reduce people’s happiness. Thirdly, 

those with the high degree of risk aversion feel less happy. This result can be interpreted in 

a way that under the same uncertainty, risk-averse people may feel unhappy. 
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2. Estimated Results Based on the National Survey on Lifestyle Preference 
Table 6 and Table 7 report descriptive statistics of the NSLP data and estimation re-

sults, respectively. As explained in the section 2-2, the NSLP data do not include a question 

as to whether the subjects are currently unemployed or not. Thus, with the NSLP data, this 

study analyzes the effect of the “fear” of unemployment, instead of “being” currently em-

ployed, on happiness.  

Main estimation results are as follows (Table 7). First, in Model 1, the effects of in-

come, age, and gender on happiness are qualitatively the same as those found with the 

QSLS data. High-income earners, women, the highly-educated report higher level of hap-

piness, while those aged around 40 report the lowest level of happiness. In addition, the 

recent decline in the level of happiness, with income and age held constant, is observed 

from the movements of year dummy variables in Model 1. 

Model 2 indicates that people’s levels of happiness significantly declines if they have 

fear of unemployment or they think that equality of income and property has not been 

achieved. In particular, the negative effect of the fear of unemployment on happiness re-

mains significant even when household income level or the expectation for income growth 

is being controlled for. In other words, even when people have high income or expect the 

continuous income growth, their happiness declines if they are aware that there is fear of 

unemployment in society. If people think that inflation will rise, it also has a negative effect 

on happiness. In contrast, those who are healthy and have less stress in life feel happier. 

When these self-consciousness variables included into the model, the decline in the coeffi-

cient sizes for year dummies are reduced by about 0.1 point. This suggests that the cause of 

the recent decline in the level of happiness can be partly accounted for by the increase in the 

fear of unemployment or sense of inequality.5 After self-consciousness variables are being 

controlled for, however, the declines in coefficient sizes of the recent year dummies are still 

observed. This might indicate that other important variables are also important in explaining 

declines in happiness of the Japanese. 

In Model 3, the unemployment rate replaces year dummies as an additional explana-

tory variable. Even though the results should be interpreted with caution because the data 

were collected only at eight points in time, it is found that the rise in the unemployment rate 

has a negative effect on the level of happiness. Model 4 includes quadratic time trends in the 

inflation rate and unemployment rate. The quadratic terms of unemployment rate and infla-

tion rate are both negative. The peak of happiness occurs at 4.5% of the unemployment rate 

and 3.3% of the inflation rate. This suggests that the level of happiness will decline if the 

unemployment rate rises from the 2003 level, whereas the rise in the inflation rate up to 

3.3% will raise the level of happiness. This interpretation still requires caution because the 

empirical results are based on limited time-series data. 
                                                           

5 When both independent (happiness level) and dependent variables (the sense of inequality or fear 
of unemployment) are self-consciousness variables, there may be a potential cause-effect specification 
problem . 
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistics Based on the NSLP 

 

Fear of unemployment: in response to the question “To what extent are you current-
ly satisfied with the following aspect of your job: work without fear of unem-
ployment?,” those who answered either “hardly satisfied” or “not very satisfied.” 

Sense of inequality: in response to the question “To what extent are you currently 
satisfied with the following statement: there is not much inequality in terms of 
income or property?,” those who answered either “hardly satisfied” or “not very 
satisfied.”  

Income growth: In response to the question “To what extent are you currently satis-
fied with the following statement: your income “certainly” increases every 
year?,” those who answered either “nearly satisfied” or “somewhat satisfied.” 

Inflation: In response to the question of “To what extent are you currently satisfied 
with the following statement: your income or property does not decrease in val-
ue due to an inflation?,” those who answered either “hardly satisfied” or 
“somewhat unsatisfied.” 

Health: In response to the question of “To what extent are you currently satisfied 
with the following statement: you attempt to maintain or improve your health?,” 
those who answered either “nearly satisfied” or “somewhat satisfied.” 

Stress: In response to the question of “To what extent are you currently satisfied 
with the following statement: you do not suffer much mental strain, e.g., irrita-
tion, stress?,” those who answered either “hardly satisfied” or “somewhat unsa-
tisfied.” 
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Table 7. Determining Factors of Happiness, Based on the NSLP 

 
Note: ***: 1%-level of significance. 

 **: 5%-level of significance. 
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IV. Conclusion  
 

This paper empirically analyzes what determines the level of happiness with particu-

lar focus on the effect of unemployment, using the individual data obtained from the QSLS 

and the NSLP. The main finding from the empirical analysis is that being unemployed, ex-

periences of unemployment and fear of unemployment reduce people’s happiness. This 

might appear to be common knowledge, but it should be noted that the same results are ob-

tained when the income level is being controlled for in the analysis. In other words, even 

with the same income, those who are currently looking for jobs are less happy than those 

who are engaged in their jobs. The analysis also reveals that people who have a high degree 

of risk aversion and who recognize income inequality feel less happy. The level of happi-

ness of the Japanese substantially declined in late 1980s, which can be partly accounted for 

by the growing fear of unemployment and increasing degree of inequality. 

Based on the results of the empirical analysis, this study concludes that in order to 

raise people’s level of subjective well-being (happiness), it is more effective to spend budg-

et in creating jobs than to redistribute the budget to the unemployed. 
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Unemployment has become one of the most serious issues in the current labor 
market in Japan, and empirical studies from the viewpoint of theoretical eco-
nomics have progressed significantly with regard to determinants for employ-
ment and unemployment in Japan. However, empirical studies into various 
costs of unemployment incurred by individuals, households, and society as a 
whole have not necessarily been sufficient due to a lack in available individual 
data in the country. In particular, a strong correlation between the unemploy-
ment rate and the suicide rate has been observed in Japan, which suggests that 
public and private safety nets against unemployment are not functioning well 
enough. This paper considers the background of the strong correlation between 
unemployment and suicide in Japan and what sort of strategic responses 
should be taken from the perspective of labor market policies and social secu-
rity policies, mainly focusing on three points of view. Firstly, we focus on the 
characteristics of suicide in Japan, i.e. the sharp increase in the total number of 
suicides from 1997 to 1998, the fact that the annual number of suicides has 
remained at a constant level in excess of 30,000 for the more than ten years 
since 1998, and the gradual increase in younger suicide victims over years. 
Secondly, the paper introduces research that clarifies the correlation between 
suicide and unemployment in Japan, based on cross country data, in compari-
son with other OECD countries. Here, the comparison revealed the fact that in 
Japan, the suicide rate shows an especially strong correlation with the unem-
ployment rate. Thirdly, the paper demonstrates a strong correlation between 
the suicide rate and the unemployment rate among men in Japan, based on 
domestic panel data by prefecture. The association between non-regular job 
status and suicide are also investigated using a quinquennial panel data. After 
discussing these three points, the final section provides a consideration on 
preferable countermeasures against suicide to be taken in the future. 

 

I. Introduction 
 

Unemployment has become one of the most serious issues in Japan’s current labor 

market. The overall unemployment rate in postwar Japan had maintained an extremely low 

level compared with other OECD countries, but as shown in Figure 1, it showed a sharp rise 

from 1997 to 1999, in particular. During the economic slowdown in 2001 and 2002, the 

unemployment rate began to rise again, and following the subsequent decline, it started to 

                                                           
* This paper is an extended version of Sawada, Choi, and Sugano (2010). 



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 2, Spring 2012 

76 

 
Sources: Suicide rates show the number of suicide victims (among 100,000 people), obtained 

from Vital Statistics of Japan by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare. Unemploy-
ment rates show overall, nationwide unemployment rates for people aged 15 or over in all 
industries, and were obtained from the Labor Force Survey by the Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs and Communications. 

 

Figure. 1 Changes in Suicide Rates and Unemployment Rates in Japan 
 

 

rise at the end of 2008, reaching 5.6% in July 2009. Although the rate slightly declined to 

4.9% in January 2010, it has remained at a relatively high level. By age group, for both men 

and women, the overall unemployment rates among those aged between 15 and 24 and 

those aged between 25 and 34 continued to rise from 1990 to 2003, and reached 10.1% and 

7.1%, respectively, in July 2009. The jobs-to-applicants ratio also has declined sharply since 

2008, with a rapid expansion of employment adjustments, including the termination of dis-

patched and non-regular employees’ employment contracts. 

Under such circumstances, empirical studies from the viewpoint of theoretical eco-

nomics have progressed significantly with regard to determinants for employment and un-

employment in Japan (Genda 2004; Imai et al. 2007; Ohta, Genda, and Teruyama 2008; 

Esteban-Pretel, Nakajima, and Tanaka 2009; Genda, Kondo, and Ohta 2010). These are of 

importance as research aiming to empirically clarify structures of the Japanese labor market 

that faced rapid changes in the 1990s, such as increases in the unemployment rate and the 

number of young people without jobs, expansion of temporary and other non-regular em-

ployment, and decreases in self-employed workers and small and medium-sized enterprises. 

However, empirical studies into various costs of unemployment incurred by individuals, 

households, and society as a whole have not necessarily been sufficient, due to a lack of 

available individual data in Japan. If unemployment insurance or other public safety nets, or 
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various private safety nets including support against unemployment offered by individuals, 

households, or organizations are functioning well, the costs of unemployment incurred by 

individuals who have lost their jobs should not be too large. On the other hand, if such pub-

lic or private safety nets are not functioning well enough, the costs of unemployment are 

likely to become intensively focused on individuals, often in excess of their capacity. Such 

intensive imposition of the costs of unemployment may lead to disastrous results, such as 

suicide. 

Hamermesh and Soss (1974) is a pioneering research article in the field of economics 

on the theme of suicide. They consider suicide as an action resulting from a rational choice, 

and conclude that a person chooses to commit a suicide when his/her expected lifetime util-

ity falls below his/her personal threshold. Based on such a model, a higher unemployment 

rate is expected to increase suicides since unemployment not only causes difficulties in the 

short-term living environment but also increases uncertainties over income that preclude a 

clear future forecast and creates a decline in lifetime income (Suzuki 2008). Furthermore, 

unemployment is often associated with mental or physical disorders, which increases the 

risk of suicide in a complex and serious manner. In reality, many empirical studies have 

demonstrated a correlation between high unemployment rates and high suicide rates (Platt 

1984; Chen et al. 2012; Sawada and Sugano 2009).1 As can be observed in Figure 1, the 

correlation between the unemployment rate and the suicide rate is especially strong in Japan. 

Furthermore, Chen, Choi, and Sawada (2009) indicate that this correlation is larger in Japan 

than in other OECD countries. 

This paper considers the background of the strong correlation between unemployment 

and suicide in Japan and what sort of strategic responses should be taken from the perspec-

tive of labor market policies and social security policies. The composition of this report is as 

follows. In Section II, the socioeconomic characteristics of suicide in Japan are compiled 

and their correlation with unemployment is outlined. In Section III, the correlation between 

suicide and unemployment in Japan is clarified, based on cross country data, in comparison 

with other OECD countries. In Section IV, their correlation is further analyzed, based on 

domestic panel data by prefecture. In the final section, preferable countermeasures against 

suicide are discussed. 

 

II. The Sharp Increase, the Consistency in Subsequent Numbers, and  
 Increasingly Younger Victims: Socioeconomic Characteristics of  
 Suicide in Japan  

 

According to the Overview of Suicide in 2008 published by the National Police 

Agency in May 2009, the total number of suicide victims in 2008 was 32,249 (of whom 

22,831 were men). The number of suicide victims increased sharply in Japan from 1997 to 

                                                           
1 See Chen et al. (2012) for an extensive survey of economic studies on suicide. 
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1998, and thereafter over 30,000 people have killed themselves every year for 11 years in 

succession. In other words, approximately 90 people died from suicide every day for over 

ten years. Suicide in Japan has three characteristics, i.e. the sharp increase in the total num-

bers from 1997 to 1998, the fact that the annual number of suicides has remained at a con-

stant level in excess of 30,000 for the more than ten years since 1998, and the gradual in-

crease in younger suicide victims over the years (Chen et al. 2009b). 

Due to such characteristic features, suicide is recognized as one of the most serious 

social problems in Japan, and various measures to prevent it are now being implemented. 

As it is widely known that the most frequent factor directly leading to suicide is depression, 

suicide in Japan has been treated as a problem mainly caused by mental illness such as de-

pression. Based on the aforementioned report by the National Police Agency, the causes or 

motives of suicide were identified for about 23,000 out of the 32,249 suicide victims in 

2008. The most common cause was health problems for about 15,000 victims, followed by 

financial or life-related problems, family problems, and job problems. Among the 15,000 

victims who committed suicide because of health problems, for the largest number, or 

around 6,000 of them, the reason was depression. Given these facts, various measures have 

been taken mainly from a psychiatric viewpoint to clarify the mechanism of suicide and 

prevent it from occurring. On the other hand, the causes of suicide have rarely been ex-

plored in great enough depth to touch on the social context that brings about mental illness. 

However, as analyzed in detail in the 2008 White Paper on Suicide, causes of suicide 

are not limited to depression, but involve various risk factors, and it is highly possible that 

the socioeconomic structure in itself is a part of the problems that generates such risk fac-

tors. These include discord in the family, debt, physical illness, poverty, working environ-

ment, and unemployment. The 2008 White Paper on Suicide points out that each victim had 

four risk factors on average, and these factors formed a chain that led him/her to commit 

suicide. Therefore, unless measures to eliminate such risk factors are taken along with 

treatment for depression, efforts to prevent suicide could be less than effective. In reality, 

health problems and depression are considered to be at the very final stages leading to sui-

cide, and socioeconomic context or problems with the socioeconomic structure that drive a 

person to commit suicide often tend to be hidden. Unless these context and structures are 

clarified, it will likely be impossible to establish any effective measures to prevent suicide. 

 

1. The Sharp Increase in the Total Number of Suicides 
One of the characteristics observed in the trends of suicide rates in Japan as shown in 

Figure 1 is the sharp increase in the total number of suicide victims during the financial 

crisis from 1997 to 1998, as the number rose by around 35%, from 24,391 to 32,863 sui-

cides.2 Due to the prolonged recession after the burst of the bubble economy, Yamaichi 

Securities Co., Ltd. collapsed into bankruptcy in 1997, and Long-Term Credit Bank of  

                                                           
2 Based on the Overview of Suicides in 2008 (May 2009) by the National Police Agency. 
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Table 1. Decomposition of Suicide Growth Rate from 1997 to 1998 
(The Number of Suicide Victims by Job Type) 

 

Source: Suicide Analysis Project Team (2008). 

 

 

Japan failed in 1998. The increase in the number of suicides was especially noticeable in 

March of 1998. March is the closing month of the fiscal year, and in particular in 1998, the 

financial authorities strengthened their inspections into financial institutions’ capital ade-

quacy ratios, which precipitated many financial institutions into credit crunches or credit 

withdrawal, triggering the bankruptcy of a number of small and medium-sized businesses 

and micro-enterprises. According to empirical studies by Watanabe et al. (2006) and by 

Kyoto University (2006) that analyzed monthly time series data of male suicide victims 

from July 1997 to December 2004, monthly changes in the number of completely unem-

ployed men and the bankruptcy of companies with total liabilities of 10 million yen or more 

have an extremely strong correlation with monthly changes in the number of male suicide 

victims. These studies show that the number of male suicide victims increased sharply in 

March 1998, in particular, in tandem with increases in unemployment and corporate bank-

ruptcies around the close of the fiscal year. This sharp increase in the number of suicide 

victims in Japan at the time of the financial crisis from 1997 to 1998 suggests the signific-

ance of correctly ascertaining the socioeconomic context of suicide. 

What age group and job category brought about the dramatic 35% increase that oc-

curred during 1997 and 1998? We decompose the increase in the number of suicides by the 

contribution ratio of each group for quantitative understanding and consideration (Suicide 

Analysis Project Team 2008; Chen et al. 2009a).3 When breaking down the increase from 

1997 to 1998 by age group, around 25% of the aforementioned 35% was due to the 45 or  

                                                           
3 See Mori et al. (2011) for the decomposition techniques. 
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Table 2. Decomposition of Suicide Growth Rate from 1997 to 1998 
(The Number of Suicide Victims by Motive) 

 

Source: Suicide Analysis Project Team (2008). 

 

 

over age group, showing the significant contribution of middle-aged victims to the overall 

increase in the suicide rate. Table 1 shows the breakdown of contribution ratios by job cat-

egory among the rate of increase (34.73%). The highest is the contribution ratio of unem-

ployed people, at 15.07%, followed by that of employed people at 9.28%, and that of 

self-employed people at 5.44%. It should be noted that the unemployed here include elderly 

retirees, but these results imply that the sharp increase in the number of suicides at the time 

of financial crisis in Japan was closely related to unemployment. 

Table 2 also shows the breakdown of contribution ratios by motive among the rate of 

increase. Out of the 34.73% increase, 12.75% of suicides were due to health problems and 

10.26% were due to financial or life-related problems. This is in line with the fact that the 

most common direct cause of suicide in Japan is depression, but at the same time, the sig-

nificant contribution ratio of financial or life-related problems matches with the possibility 

that socioeconomic context and structural problems, such as unemployment, debt, poverty, 

and working environment, are hidden factors behind depression. 

 

2. The Consistently High Numbers and Increasingly Younger Victims 
Secondly, it is effective to analyze trends in suicide rates after the sharp increase from 

1997 to 1998 so as to ascertain another feature, the fact that the annual number of suicides 

has remained at a constant level in excess of 30,000 for the more than ten years since 1998. 

Table 3 shows the breakdown of the growth rate of the number of suicide victims from 1998 

to 2007 (-1.918%) by age group. The overall rate decreased slightly, but the suicide rate for 
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Table 3. Decomposition of Suicide Growth Rate from 1998 to 2007 
(Suicide Rate by Age Group and Population) 

 
 Source: Chen et al. (2009a). 

 

 

middle-aged people, which had played a central role in the increase from 1997 to 1998, 

contributed negatively, subduing the overall number and rate of suicides. Instead, the sui-

cide rates for those in their 20s and 30s have increasingly contributed to the overall increase 

and offset the negative contribution of the middle-aged group. This is the third feature of 

suicide in Japan, i.e. an increase in younger suicide victims, which has worked to produce 

the second feature, the consistency in the number of suicides in Japan.  

 

III. Characteristics of Suicide and Unemployment in Japan and Comparison 
with Other OECD Countries 

 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), approximately 3,000 people 

commit suicide every day, and about every 30 seconds, one suicide-related death is re-

ported.4 Furthermore, based on the tabulation by the WHO, Japanese suicide victims 

amounted to 24 per 100,000 people in 2004 (35.6 per 100,000 men and 12.8 per 100,000 

women), more than double of the figures for the United States for 2002 (11 per 100,000 

people; 17.9 per 100,000 men and 4.2 per 100,000 women), and representing a significantly 

higher level than other developed countries.5 We tried to clarify the correlation between 

suicide and unemployment in Japan through such international comparison. 

Chen, Choi, and Sawada (2009) clarified determinants and characteristics of suicide 

in Japan based on data for 21 OECD countries from 1980 to 2000 that allow for an interna-

tional comparison. More specifically, multiple linear regression analysis is conducted by 

using the suicide rate as a dependent variable and various socioeconomic indices as expla-

natory variables.6 These explanatory variables include per capita GDP levels, per capita 

GDP growth rates, unemployment rates, female labor participation rates, birthrates, divorce 

                                                           
4 WHO (2007) “World Suicide Prevention Day,” on September 10, 2007 (http://www.who.int/ 

mediacentre/news/statements/2007/s16/en/index.html). 
5 The highest figures in the world for 2004 were those for Lithuania (40.2 per 100,000 people; 

70.1 per 100,000 men and 14.0 per 100,000 women). For Russia, the figures for 2004 were 34.3 per 
100,000 people (61.6 per 100,000 men and 10.7 per 100,000 women). These figures are based on 
WHO (2007) “Country Reports and Charts Available” (http://www.who.int/mental_health/prevention/ 
suicide/country_reports/en/index.html). 

6 See Chen, Choi, and Sawada (2008 and 2009) for data sources. 
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rates, and the Gini coefficient, which shows inequality of income.7 Furthermore, this paper 

makes its estimates presuming that these factors affect Japan differently than other countries, 

and the international comparison based on multiple linear regression analysis has revealed 

the following three points. Firstly, correlation between socioeconomic variables and the 

suicide rate varies by gender and age group. In particular, compared with the suicide rate for 

men, the rates for women and older people show a weaker correlation with socioeconomic 

variables. Secondly, the suicide rates are generally lower in countries with better economic 

conditions, which have achieved high economic growth or whose people enjoy high income, 

as well as in countries where income equality has been achieved. Thirdly, it became clear 

that the suicide rate in Japan has a stronger correlation with economic conditions compared 

with other OECD countries. In Japan, economic variables, such as recessions, high unem-

ployment rates, and income inequality, are more closely related to the suicide rate than so-

cial variables, such as the divorce rate, birthrate, female labor participation rate, and alcohol 

consumption.8 

Based on the regression coefficient employed by Chen, Choi, and Sawada (2009), the 

positive correlation observed between high unemployment rates and high suicide rates in 

Japan, i.e. that for men, a 1% point rise in the overall unemployment rate is accompanied by 

an approximately 25-per-100,000-person increase in the number of suicide victims, is statis-

tically significant. While the correlation is not statistically significant for women, it is for 

men, and particularly for men aged 65 or over, who show a high coefficient for the unem-

ployment rate of 39 per 100,000 people. According to the Oaxaca analysis conducted by 

Chen, Choi, and Sawada (2009), around 19% of the differences in suicide rates between 

Japan and other OECD countries from 1980 to 2000 can be explained by stronger influence 

of the unemployment rate on the suicide rate in Japan. 

In addition, the female employment rate and the suicide rate show a positive correla-

tion in Japan, with the tendency being especially notable among older men and younger 

women (aged 25 to 44). Kohara (2007) indicates that when the head of household (hus-

bands) lose their jobs against their will, their spouses’ (wives’) labor supply is apt to in-

crease, in particular, among poor households with low levels of financial assets. The female 

employment rate can therefore be used as an indicator to show households’ poverty levels, 

and the positive correlation between the female employment rate and the suicide rate ob-

served here may accurately indicate economic difficulties caused by unemployment of their 

                                                           
7 Furthermore, in order to eliminate false correlations due to time trends and features unique to in-

dividual countries, fixed effects for countries and yearly linear trends are also added. See Chen, Choi, 
and Sawada (2009) for data sources. 

8 Per capita GDP shows a negative correlation with the suicide rate for both men and women. That 
is, low income is closely related to high suicide rates. Such a tendency is especially notable in mid-
dle-aged and older men (those aged 45 to 64 and those aged 65 and over). Furthermore, low economic 
growth rate shows a strong correlation with high suicide rates, and this is especially notable with mid-
dle-aged and older men (those aged 45 to 64 and those aged 65 or over) and women aged 25 to 44. 
These groups are highly likely to be vulnerable to the risk of income reduction. 
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spouses, or a correlation between the suicide rate and the poverty of single-female-parent 

households. 

These study results suggest that quantifiable socioeconomic variables are correlated 

to the suicide rate more strongly in Japan than in other OECD countries, and that there is a 

high possibility that suicides in Japan are brought about by financial factors, in particular. 

The unemployment rate has been identified as one of the most significant of those financial 

factors. This means that the national government should play a more significant role 

through measures to counter unemployment, setting observable indices as its policy targets. 

 

IV. Correlation between Suicide and Unemployment in Japan after the  
 Financial Crisis 

 

Let us further analyze the characteristics of suicide in Japan, i.e. the sharp increase in 

the total number, the consistency in the subsequent numbers, and the increase in younger 

suicide victims. As a means to examine how the credit crunch occurred, as this is consi-

dered to be the characteristic feature of the financial crisis from 1997 to 1998 in Japan, it is 

effective to utilize the Short-Term Economic Survey of Enterprises in Japan (Tankan), a 

statistical survey of enterprises conducted and published quarterly by the Bank of Japan. 

Figure 2 shows the results obtained, based on the Tankan survey, by subtracting the contri-

bution ratios (%) of enterprises responding that financial institutions’ lending attitudes were 

“sever” from the contribution ratios (%) of enterprises responding that they were “accom-

modative.” Lower figures indicate severer attitudes on the part of financial institutions. In 

the first quarter of 1998, the index showed a dramatic drop, which is considered to reflect 

the occurrence of the credit crunch and credit withdrawal. Similar tendencies can be ob-

served in the DI relating to target enterprises’ financial positions. 

The rise in the suicide rate in Japan since 1998 has come in tandem not only with the 

rise in the unemployment rate as shown in Figure 1, but also with the deterioration of debt 

problems caused by the credit crunch and credit withdrawal, as shown in Figure 2. In March 

1998, in particular, the number of male suicide victims increased significantly along with 

the increase in unemployment and corporate bankruptcies around the close of the fiscal year. 

Careful analysis is further required to conclude whether the credit crunch and credit with-

drawal actually had a causal connection with the increase in suicides of small and me-

dium-sized business owners and self-employed workers at the beginning of 1998 and the 

increase in suicides among the jobless, which had increased due to corporate downsizing, 

but there is clearly a strong correlation among these variables. 

Therefore, let us proceed to clarifying the correlation between the suicide rate and the 

unemployment rate and corporate bankruptcies through regression analysis, using panel 

data by prefecture. Here, we use two types of data, i.e. quarterly panel data and annual panel 

data. 



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 2, Spring 2012 

84 

 
Source: Short-Term Economic Survey of Enterprises in Japan (Bank of Japan). 

 

Figure 2. DI of the Lending Attitudes of Financial Institutions 
 

 

1. Analysis Using Quarterly Panel Data by Prefecture 
The quarterly data used here are for the two years from the first quarter of 1997 to the 

fourth quarter of 1998. The dependent variable is the number of male suicide victims per 

1,000 people by prefecture, based on data from the National Police Agency. As explanatory 

variables, we obtained overall unemployment rates by prefecture from reference materials 

for the Labor Force Survey, and the monthly number of bankruptcies among small and me-

dium-sized enterprises by prefecture from data of the Organization for Small & Medium 

Enterprises and Regional Innovation, JAPAN. Furthermore, in order to diminish the endo-

geneity bias caused by the correlation between the bankruptcy variable and error terms in 

the regression analysis, the DI of the lending attitudes of financial institutions and the DI of 

financial positions from the Tankan survey are used as manipulated variables for the bank-

ruptcy variable. We obtained the DIs from each branch of the Bank of Japan and allocated 

the same figures to the prefectures covered by each branch to use them as panel data by 

prefecture. These diffusion indices vary significantly depending on supply-side factors that 

fluctuate due to changes in the system, such as the strengthening of capital adequacy re-

quirements imposed on financial institutions by the financial authorities. They are thus con-

sidered to have a weaker correlation with the suicide rate and can be used as 
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Table 4. Regression Analysis of Suicide Rates Using Quarterly Panel Data 

 
Note: Figures in parentheses are robust standard errors. *, **, and *** represent levels of 10%, 5%, 

and 1%, respectively, showing statistically significant figures. # represents the endogeneity vari-
able and the instrumental variables (IV) used are the DI of the lending attitudes of financial in-
stitutions in (3) and the DI of financial positions in (4). Both of these diffusion indices were col-
lected from data from each branch of the Bank of Japan. 

 
 

manipulated variables. In addition, in order to diminish the bias from under specification, 

estimates including fixed effects (FE) by prefecture are also presented. 

Analysis results are compiled in Table 4. The model that excludes the number of 

bankruptcies shows a strong correlation between the overall unemployment rate and the 

suicide rate. On the other hand, when the number of bankruptcies is taken into consideration, 

the number itself represents a strong positive correlation with the suicide rate, but the corre-

lation between the overall unemployment rate and the suicide rate disappears. This can be 

construed as meaning that the strong positive correlation between the sharp rise in the un-

employment rate and the credit crunch and increasing bankruptcies brought about the sharp 

rise in the suicide rate from 1997 to 1998. During this period, the bankruptcy of small and 

medium-sized enterprises, in particular, seems to have been closely related to suicide. 

 

2. Analysis Using Annual Panel Data by Prefecture 
Next is an analysis using annual panel data by prefecture from 1997 to 2005. As in 

the case of the analysis using quarterly data, the dependent variable is the number of male 
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 Table 5. Regression Analysis of Suicide Rates Using Annual Panel Data by Prefecture 

Note: Figures in parentheses are robust standard errors. *, **, and *** represent levels of 10%, 5%, and 1%, respectively, showing statisti-
cally significant figures. # represents the endogeneity variable and the instrumental variables (IV) used are the DI of the lending attitudes 
of financial institutions in (3) and (5) and the DI of financial positions in (4) and (6). Both of these diffusion indices were collected from 
data from each branch of the Bank of Japan. 



Recession, Unemployment, and Suicide in Japan 

87 

suicide victims per 1,000 people by prefecture, based on data from the National Police 

Agency. As explanatory variables, we obtained overall unemployment rates by prefecture 

from reference materials for the Labor Force Survey, and the annual number of bankrupt-

cies among small and medium-sized enterprises by prefecture from data from the Organiza-

tion for Small & Medium Enterprises and Regional Innovation, Japan. Herein also, the 

bankruptcy variable is treated as the endogeneity variable, and the DI of the lending attitude 

of financial institutions and the DI of financial positions from the Tankan survey are used as 

manipulated variables for this. 

Analysis results are compiled in Table 5. In all cases, the overall unemployment rate 

shows a strong positive correlation with the suicide rate, but no correlation can be observed 

between the number of bankruptcies and the suicide rate. This indicates a strong correlation 

between the unemployment rate and two characteristics of suicide from 1997 to 2005, i.e. 

the consistent numbers and the increase in younger suicide victims. 

 

3. Employment Status and Suicide 
The panel regression analysis for the association between non-regular job status and 

suicide of men aged 25 to 39 and aged 40 to 54 is conducted. In the past two decades, the 

number of the workers who engage in non-regular jobs has been increasing since 1990s. 

Employment status of non-regular workers is relatively insecure and they tend to be paid 

less than regular workers. Hence, the hypothesis that suicide rate increases as the fraction of 

non-regular workers increases is tested. 

The dependent variables are the numbers of suicides of men aged 25 to 39 and aged 

40 to 54 per 1,000 persons taken from the Vital Statistics. The key explanatory variable is 

the fraction of regular workers in the total number of workers for each age group, obtained 

from the Employment Status Survey by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communica-

tions in 1992, 1997, 2002, and 2007. The fraction of workers in the total population for each 

age group is included as well, as a proxy for unemployment rate.9  

The first four columns of Table 6 show the results of the regression analysis for men 

aged 25 to 39. The ratios of regular workers to workers and workers to population for 25 to 

39 are negatively associated with the suicide rates as expected. The coefficients, however, 

become insignificant when time fixed effects are used. The results in the last two specifica-

tions where the indices for age 40 to 54 are controlled to mitigate the bias due to omitted 

variables, show the same results for fixed effect specifications.   

In columns (5) - (8) of Table 6, the results of the regression analysis for men aged 40 

to 54 show a similar pattern as in Table 6. However, the coefficient of the fraction of 

non-regular workers becomes insignificant when the indices of younger generation are con-

trolled.  

                                                           
9 This ratio is by definition smaller than unemployment rate due to the larger denominator. For 

men in working ages, however, the two indices exhibit quite strong correlation. 
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Table 6. Regression Analysis of Suicide Rates Using Quinquennial Panel Data by Prefecture 

Note: Figures in parentheses are robust standard errors. *, **, and *** represent levels of 10%, 5%, and 1%, respectively, showing 
statistically significant figures. 
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These empirical results provide several implications. First, the ratio of regular work-

ers does exhibit a significant correlation with suicide of younger generation. This might 

explain recent trend of increasing younger suicide victims in Japan. The result becomes, 

however, insignificant when time fixed effect is controlled. This may come from limited 

information due to the lack of continuous time series data. Therefore, further investigation 

is needed to confirm the causal relationship. Second, the relationship between regular work 

status and suicide is not necessarily significant for men aged 40 to 54.  

 

V. Conclusion 
 

Lastly, we would like to discuss effective measures to counter suicide, taking into 

consideration the correlation between the unemployment rate and the suicide rate that has 

been verified through the abovementioned analyses. Regarding the necessity of counter-

measures against suicide, the large number of suicide victims in Japan should in and of it-

self be evidence of the need for prompt action, and the significant damage that suicide 

causes to society cannot be overlooked, either. Firstly, suicide causes a financial loss to the 

whole society, in that the contribution that victims would have made to production activities 

is lost forever. The Suicide Analysis Project Team 2008 estimated this financial loss by 

calculating the total amount of wages that suicide victims would have acquired thereafter if 

they had not died. Based on this calculation, the accumulated loss of profit due to the sui-

cides of people aged 20 to 65 for the ten years from 1998 to 2007 amounts to around 22 

trillion yen. This 22 trillion yen, which does not include any loss in a broader sense, such as 

the emotional distress of the bereaved, should be considered to be the minimum financial 

loss. Secondly, according to Chen et al. (2009b), there are approximately five bereaved 

family members per suicide in Japan; the total number of minors who have lost a parent due 

to suicide is around 90,000 and the total number of surviving family members is around 3 

million. This means that one in every 40 people has lost a family member due to suicide in 

Japan. These survivors often suffer from severe mental strain, but are left isolated and with 

various legal and financial burdens. Such social costs related to suicide, or external dis-

economy, make it even more valid for the national government to get actively involved in 

preventing suicide. 

Japan’s Basic Act on Suicide Prevention came into force in October 2006, and the 

framework under which the national government responsibly promotes measures to prevent 

or counter suicide started to function. However, measures have so far been promoted mainly 

in the field of psychiatric treatment, and comprehensive countermeasures have not been 

properly taken based on the idea that financial situations and other social factors may trigger 

suicide attempts. As mentioned in this paper, economic and financial conditions are closely 

related to suicide in Japan. If problems with employment or unemployment or problems 

related to finances, multiple debts, or cosigners drive people into depression or suicide at-

tempts, it is indispensable to resolve those financial problems, just as it is to provide such 
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people with psychiatric treatment of depression (Chen, Choi, and Sawada 2007). 

Especially since the so-called Lehman Shock in September 2008, Japanese society 

has been struggling in a recession, and this kind of deterioration in the economic environ-

ment makes it crucial to have countermeasures against suicide. As mentioned above, the 

overall unemployment rate in Japan marked a record high in July 2009. According to the 

Tankan survey by the Bank of Japan, as shown in Figure 2, the DI of the lending attitudes of 

financial institutions deteriorated rapidly, especially for small and medium-sized enterprises, 

from the fourth quarter of 2008 to the first and second quarters of 2009, which is reminis-

cent of the financial crisis from 1997 to 1998. All these facts mean that Japan is now in a 

socioeconomic environment that carries a heightened risk of suicide. In order to take coun-

termeasures at an early stage under such circumstances, the national government needs to 

actively cope with employment/unemployment problems and the financial problems of 

small and medium-sized enterprises, as well as to design and implement complete policies 

that will effectively prevent suicide. 

As pointed out by Shimizu (2009), concrete support measures for unemployed people 

contain the following problems at present. For example, if a person loses his job and his 

house, incurs multiple debts, and eventually comes to suffer from depression, he will need 

to receive psychiatric treatment for his depression, visit and consult with a legal profession-

al about paying off his debts, and apply for temporary housing and look for a job at a public 

job-placement office. It is unrealistic to expect a person who is jobless and suffering from 

psychological problems to handle these things all by himself. Therefore, it is indispensable 

to integrate these services and establish counters for mental health consultations and free 

legal services at such places as public job-placement offices, and to take comprehensive 

measures to prevent suicide among the unemployed. 

From such point of view, the “one-stop service” provided at the end of 2009 as one of 

the measures for unemployed people deserves further attention. Its aim was to provide 

comprehensive services at the counter of a public job-placement office, enabling people to 

handle all of the procedures for livelihood support in one stop, from the job search, applica-

tions for housing and public assistance, and loan applications, to mental health consultations. 

Promoting these comprehensive measures will require not only the efforts of the national 

government and local officials in charge of welfare policy; the cooperation of NPOs and 

other private bodies will also be indispensable. Further strengthening coordination among 

such related parties will be one of the challenges in promoting measures to prevent suicide 

among the unemployed. 
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The objectives of this study are (A) to consider the promotion of migration 
from Japan’s three major metropolitan areas to regions outside those areas, and 
(B) to examine the potential for the activation of endogenous employment cre-
ation in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas, using those mi-
grants. The issues behind this are concerns that, due to external diseconomies 
and other factors, population decrease in regions outside the three major met-
ropolitan areas and economic disparities with the three major metropolitan 
areas will not be resolved smoothly, unless some form of policy is put in place. 
The factors inhibiting migration include work-related aspects and aspects re-
lating to relocation; with regard to (A), methods of increasing the probability 
of finding a job and the probability of being able to relocate are discussed. 
Moreover, with regard to (B), this paper discusses matters such as what kind of 
companies located in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas value 
migrants highly and what kind of migrants are valued. The results obtained 
from this study imply what kind of responses are possible in order to resolve 
the aforementioned problems in regions outside the three major metropolitan 
areas. 

 

I. Introduction 
 

In recent years, economic disparities between the three major metropolitan areas and 

regions outside the three major metropolitan areas have continued to expand, as a result of 

which, the population exodus from the latter has showed no sign of diminishing.1 The eco-

nomic disparities between the three major metropolitan areas and other regions have existed 

for quite a long time, and the situation of excessive population outflow from those other 

regions has continued for more than the last ten years. 

Why has this situation occurred? If it conformed to the arguments of standard eco-

nomic theory, the existence of economic disparities would be resolved through the migra-

                                                           
* This study is a considerably scaled-down version of Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Train-

ing (2011). Accordingly, please refer to that study for a detailed discussion of the issues. This paper 
focuses solely on the major discussion points. Section III was written by Igawa, while the rest was 
written by Otani. 

1 As explained below, the term “the three major metropolitan areas” refers to the areas centering 
on the three metropolises of Tokyo, Osaka and Aichi (the region with Nagoya as its capital), while the 
term “regions outside the three major metropolitan areas” refers to all regions outside those areas. 
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tion of people or companies, and the population exodus should also be curbed as a result of 

the elimination of those economic disparities. 

The causes of this situation are the fact that the population exodus is accompanied by 

external diseconomies (Genda, Oi and Shinozaki 2005), and the fact that the expansion of 

companies into regions outside the three major metropolitan areas has not yet progressed 

sufficiently (Higuchi (2005). If the problems of economic disparities between the three ma-

jor metropolitan areas and other regions, and population exodus, which are two sides of the 

same coin, are not resolved smoothly through market mechanisms, some form of poli-

cy-based response will be necessary. 

Hitherto, response measures adopted in this kind of situation have included such me-

thods as government-funded employment creation initiatives and measures to attract com-

panies to specific areas. However, in light of the necessity of fiscal reconstruction and the 

advance of globalization, there are limits to the extent to which both of these means can 

continue to be used in the future. Therefore, it will become important to consider some form 

of alternative. 

Accordingly, this study examines measures for promoting migration to regions out-

side the three major metropolitan areas and the potential for the activation of endogenous 

employment creation in these regions by using migrants, from the perspective that promot-

ing such migration could contribute to curtailing and resolving the problems of economic 

disparities and population decline. 

Considering the former issue not only directly relates to the problem of population 

decline in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas, but could also lead to an im-

provement in employment conditions through an increase in consumption within each re-

gion. If consideration of the latter issue demonstrates that migrants can also be of use in 

endogenous employment creation, it can be anticipated that the promotion of migration 

would curtail and resolve economic disparities through this kind of effect. 

In this study, the three areas centering on major metropolises listed in Table 1 as “4. 

Southern Kanto,” “6. Tokai” and “8. Keihanshin” are deemed to be the “three major metro-

politan areas,” while regions outside those areas are deemed to be “regions outside the three 

major metropolitan areas.” 

The structure of this study is as follows. The next section discusses what kind of res-

ponses would be possible in order to promote migration from the three major metropolitan 

areas to other regions. Section III examines the potential for the activation of endogenous 

employment creation in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas by using mi-

grants. Finally, section IV summarizes and provides a conclusion regarding the results ob-

tained hitherto in this paper. 
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Table 1. Categorization of the Three Major Metropolitan Areas and Regions 
outside the Three Major Metropolitan Areas 

 

 

 

II. Concerning the Promotion of Migration from the Three Major Metropoli-
tan Areas to Regions outside the Three Major Metropolitan Areas 

 

This section discusses what kind of policies would be effective in promoting migra-

tion from the three major metropolitan areas to other regions. 

Studies of interregional migration in Japan have been conducted previously, but most 

of these looked at the migration patterns between regions and the factors regulating that 

migration, and there were hardly any studies that narrowed down the focus to what could be 

done to promote migration.2 

In considering measures to promote migration, the method adopted involves focusing 

on those wishing to migrate from the three major metropolitan areas to other regions, and 

comparing the difference between those who have already achieved this migration and those 

who have not. However, as there are no data that make such a comparison possible, a ques-

tionnaire survey has been carried out of those who have already migrated and those who 

wish to do so but have not yet done so. The survey results have been collated and consoli-

dated into a form that permits comparison, and the resultant data are analyzed. 

As the factors inhibiting migration can be broadly categorized into work-related is-

sues and issues relating to relocation, the factors involved in finding a job and the factors 

involved in realizing relocation are analyzed. 

Firstly, this section provides an explanation of the data used in the analysis. This is 

followed by empirical analysis; and finally, this section is summarized. 
                                                           

2 Studies dealing with interregional migration patterns include the aforementioned Genda, Oi and 
Shinozaki (2005). Studies that analyzed the factors regulating migration include Inoki and Suruga 
(1981). 
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1.  Data Used  
The data used in the analysis here form part of the data obtained from surveys of 

those who have migrated and those who have not,3 and consist of data from those who wish 

to migrate from the three major metropolitan areas to other regions, focusing on those who 

have already achieved this migration (hereinafter referred to as “migrants”) and those who 

have not yet achieved it (hereinafter referred to as “would-be migrants”). 

To define it in greater detail, the category of “migrants” signifies those people wish-

ing to migrate from the three major metropolitan areas to other regions, who are (a) “those 

who have both been hired by a company and have relocated already.” In contrast, the cate-

gory of “would-be migrants” consists of two groups: those people wishing to migrate from 

the three major metropolitan areas to other regions, who are either (b) “those who have al-

ready found a job, but have not yet relocated,” or (c) “those who have not yet found a job or 

relocated.” 

Consequently, by comparing groups (b) and (c), it becomes possible to identify the 

factors involved in finding a job, while comparing groups (a) and (b) allows the factors in-

volved in realizing relocation to be examined. Comparing these groups in this way makes it 

possible to distinguish properly between factors involved in realizing relocation and factors 

involved in finding a job, while considering the factors promoting and inhibiting migration. 

 

2. Empirical Analysis 
(1) Analysis of the Factors Involved in Finding a Job 

Of the factors involved in finding a job and the factors involved in realizing reloca-

tion, this section firstly examines the former. In beginning to analyze the factors involved in 

finding a job, it is first of all necessary to obtain estimates of desired annual income.4 This 

is because, although it is thought that desired annual income should be used as an indepen-

dent variable when considering the factors involved in finding a job, it is not the case that 

the desired annual income of all those in groups (b) and (c) is visible. 

Those whose desired annual income is not visible are, firstly, all of those who belong 

to group (b). This is because this group was not asked the question about desired annual 

income in the first place. Secondly, there are those in group (c) who did not respond in spe-

cific terms about their desired amount. Those in group (c) were asked the question about 

desired annual income, but there were those who responded “I don’t have a particular pre-

ference,” rather than answering with a specific desired amount, so their desired annual in-

come is not visible. 

As the desired annual income of those in group (b) is not visible, it is not possible to 

use them as a sample in estimating desired annual income. Consequently, those who are not 

in group (b), that is to say, those in groups (a) and (c), will be used as a sample. Those in 
                                                           

3 For details of the actual questionnaire, please see Otani (2010a). 
4 This refers to the annual income that the individual wishes to receive in the job in the prefecture 

to which they have relocated, at a point in time before relocating. 
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group (c) were asked about desired annual income, as described above, and those in group 

(a) were also asked about desired annual income in the same way as those in group (c). In 

other words, the desired annual income of all those in groups (a) and (c) is visible, except in 

the case of those who responded “I don’t have a particular preference.” 

However, if only those in groups (a) and (c) whose desired annual income is visible 

are used in making estimates, a bias will arise in the estimated values. This is because there 

are variations in attributes that cannot be observed between those who had (have) a desired 

annual income and those who did (do) not, so it is thought that these have an impact on de-

sired annual income.5 

Accordingly, the Heckman two-stage estimation procedure has been used, with an es-

timate concerning whether or not there was a desired annual income being carried out in the 

first-stage estimation, and an estimate of the desired annual income function being carried 

out as the second-stage estimation. By doing so, it is hoped to obtain estimated values for 

desired annual income.6 

Let us now provide a more concrete explanation of the estimation of desired annual 

income. The more interesting part of this estimate is the second-stage estimation, so we 

would like to focus on an explanation of this. 

The dependent variable is desired annual income.7 What we would like to focus on 

here are the “reasons for relocation” dummy variables, which are the independent variables. 

More specifically, these are the “to take over the family business” dummy, the “because I 

like that prefecture or region” dummy, the “because the housing conditions are good” 

dummy, the “because I have many relatives/friends/acquaintances there” dummy, and the 

“because it is a good environment in which to bring up children” dummy.8 

The reasons for relocation may include aspects that try to compensate for any de-

crease in the utility level based on lower annual income in the place to which a migrant re-

                                                           
5 Whereas the survey of migrants asks about matters in the past, the survey of would-be migrants 

asks about their thoughts at the time of the survey. Consequently, the expressions appropriate to the 
would-be migrants are given in brackets, along with those appropriate to the actual migrants, in the 
form “had (have) a desired annual income.” The same approach is adopted in all cases described he-
reinafter. 

6 The authors have referred to Higuchi, Kurosawa, Ishii, and Matsuura (2006) regarding the 
aforementioned method. 

7 These are figures derived by expressing the median value for the amount of desired annual in-
come selected from among twenty options as both a logarithm and in real terms. However, the res-
ponses “Less than 1 million yen” and “10 million yen or more,” which were the minimum and maxi-
mum values in the questionnaire, were set at 700,000 yen and 13 million yen respectively before being 
expressed as a logarithm and in real terms. The reason why the figures are also expressed in real terms 
is that, as well as the fact that the questionnaire asks about desired annual income at a point before 
relocation, the precise point in time before relocation differs according to each individual (however, 
the point in time before relocation in the case of those belonging to group (c) is the same, as it is 
deemed to be the point at which the survey was carried out, in each case). 

8  Each of the reasons for relocation dummy variables takes the value 1 if that reason for reloca-
tion is applicable and 0 if it is not. 
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locates, so if those reasons could be identified, there is a possibility that policy-based ap-

proaches could be used to guide desired annual income downwards. Moreover, if the analy-

sis of the factors involved in finding a job carried out below shows that it is easier to find a 

job, the lower one’s desired annual income is, this will also lead to a discovery of the poten-

tial of a policy-based approach being used to increase the probability of finding a job. On 

these grounds, we focus on examining the reasons for relocation. 

In addition, although it is not possible to predict which of the reasons for relocation 

will have a compensatory effect, it can be expected that the coefficient of those with a 

compensatory effect will be negative. 

Other than the reasons for relocation, the independent variables that have been used 

are the “permanent employee before relocation” dummy, the “self-employed before reloca-

tion” dummy, the “non-regular employee before relocation” dummy, the “student before 

relocation” dummy, age before relocation and its square, the “male” dummy, the “graduated 

from vocational college/junior college/technical college” dummy, the “graduated from uni-

versity” dummy and the “graduated from graduate school” dummy.  

Next, let us touch briefly upon the first-stage estimation. The dependent variable is 

whether or not there is a desired annual income amount, and the dummy variable is set at 1 

if there is a specific desired amount, and at 0 if there is not. In addition to the “permanent 

employee before relocation” dummy, the “self-employed before relocation” dummy, the 

“non-regular employee before relocation” dummy, the “student before relocation” dummy, 

age before relocation, and the “male” dummy, the independent variables that have been 

used are the “region as a priority” dummy9 and the “married before relocation” dummy.10 

The results are shown in Table 2. To explain by narrowing the focus to include only 

the noteworthy points, in the second-stage estimation, of the reasons for relocation, the “to 

take over the family business” dummy, the “because the housing conditions are good” 

dummy and the “because I have many relatives/friends/acquaintances there” dummy were 

negatively significant. Consequently, one can understand that if the individual has these 

reasons, the desired annual income becomes lower. That is to say, one can interpret this as 

meaning that a decline in the utility level due to low annual income at the relocation desti-

nation is compensated for by these reasons. 

Thus, we have carried out an estimate of desired annual income. Next, let us carry out 

an analysis of the factors involved in finding a job, using the estimated values for desired 

annual income obtained in this way as the independent variable. As previously noted, 

groups (b) and (c) are used in the analysis of factors involved in finding a job. 

The dependent variable is whether or not the individual’s employment has been de-

termined. More specifically, the dummy variable is 1 if the individual has found a job and 0 

if not. Consequently, whereas it is 1 for all those belonging to group (b), it is 0 for all those  
                                                           

9 If the lifestyle in the prefecture after relocation was (is) the priority, the variable is set at 1, and if 
being hired for a job was (is) the priority, it is set at 0. 

10 If the respondent was married before relocation, the variable is set at 1, and if not, it is set at 0. 
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Table 2. Analysis of Desired Annual Income 

 

 

 

in group (c). 

What we would like to focus on here is the coefficient for desired annual income (es-

timated value), which is the independent variable. It is thought that the higher the desired 

annual income, the harder it is for an individual to find a job, so the expected coefficient 

will be negative. 

The other independent variables that have been used are the “permanent employee  
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Table 3. Analysis of the Factors Involved in Finding a Job 

 
 

 

before relocation” dummy, the “self-employed before relocation” dummy, the “non-regular 

employee before relocation” dummy, the “student before relocation” dummy, age before 

relocation, the “male” dummy, the “graduated form vocational college/junior col-

lege/technical college” dummy, the “graduated from university” dummy, the “graduated 

from graduate school” dummy, and the active opening ratio at the relocation destination. 

The results are shown in Table 3. Desired annual income (estimated value) was, as 

expected, negatively significant. In other words, this means that the lower the desired an-

nual income, the easier it is to find a job. Consequently, if one combines this result with the 

result obtained in the estimate of desired annual income, one can make the following ob-

servations.11 

Those who gave as their reasons for relocation “because the housing conditions are 

good” and “because I have many relatives/friends/acquaintances there” tended to have a 

lower desired annual income, and the lower the desired annual income, the easier it was for 

an individual to find a job. One can interpret these results as follows. 

Those who believe that their housing conditions will improve or that their relatives, 

friends and acquaintances will increase as a result of relocation set a low desired annual 

income, because even if they accepted a low annual income at their relocation destination, 

there would be compensations for this decline in the utility level. In addition, this made it 

                                                           
11 These are observations made after narrowing down the focus to those things that are important 

in policy terms. 
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easier for them to find a job. 

In that situation, in order to increase the probability of finding a job in regions outside 

the three major metropolitan areas, it is important to adopt a response that focuses on the 

points summarized in these reasons for relocation. 

For example, developing and publicizing a good living environment would have the 

effect of increasing the number of people who would not mind a decrease in annual income, 

because they could enjoy a comfortable lifestyle in regions outside the three major metro-

politan areas, so this would have the potential of increasing the probability of finding a job 

for would-be migrants. Moreover, if it were possible to enable those living in the three ma-

jor metropolitan areas to make friends and acquaintances living in other regions by promot-

ing interaction between these areas and regions, there is the potential that this would in-

crease the probability of finding a job through the effect of increasing the number of those 

who are happy to accept a lower level of annual income if they had friends in the region. 

 

(2) Analysis of the Factors Involved in Realizing Relocation 
This section considers the factors involved in realizing relocation. The sample used 

consists of groups (a) and (b). Whereas group (a) consists of those who have already been 

hired and have relocated, group (b) is composed of those who have not yet relocated, al-

though they have found a job. Accordingly, by considering the differences between the two 

groups, one can identify the factors promoting and inhibiting relocation. 

The dependent variable is whether or not the individual has relocated. More specifi-

cally, the dummy variable is 1 if the individual has relocated and 0 if not. Consequently, 

whereas it is 1 for all those belonging to group (a), it is 0 for all those in group (b). 

The independent variables are the “remigration” dummy, the “homeowner before re-

location” dummy,12 the “in employment before relocation” dummy, the “permanent em-

ployee before relocation” dummy, the “self-employed before relocation” dummy, the “stu-

dent before relocation” dummy, age before relocation, the “male” dummy, the “cohabiting 

with spouse before relocation” dummy, the “cohabiting with child(ren) before relocation” 

dummy, the “cohabiting with parent(s) before relocation” dummy, migration distance,13 the 

“importance of environment/lifestyle” factor, the “child rearing” factor,14 the “because I 

found a job that satisfied my requirements” dummy, the “because it is suitable for starting a 

business” dummy, the “to take over the family business” dummy, the “to care for a par-

ent/parent-in-law” dummy, the “to cohabit with or live near a parent/parent-in-law” dummy, 

the “because I was asked to by a family member with whom I cohabit” dummy, and the “for 

health reasons relating to myself or a family member with whom I cohabit” dummy.15 

                                                           
12 If the individual was (is) a homeowner before relocation, the variable is 1, and if not, it is 0. 
13 This is the distance between the prefecture before relocation and the prefecture after relocation. 
14 Both factors were identified through factor analysis of the reasons for relocation. 
15 The dummy variables listed from the “because I found a job that satisfied my requirements” 

dummy to the “for health reasons relating to myself or a family member with whom I cohabit” dum-
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We would like to add a few things concerning the independent variables. Firstly, the 

remigration dummy is defined as the variable which is 1 if at least one of the following 

conditions is met, and 0 if not. A. The relocation destination prefecture is the prefecture 

from which the individual originally came. B. The relocation destination prefecture is the 

prefecture in which the individual spent the longest time until graduating from the final 

educational institution that they attended. C. The relocation destination prefecture is the 

prefecture from which the individual’s spouse originally came. D. The relocation destina-

tion prefecture is the prefecture in which the individual’s spouse spent the longest time until 

graduating from the final educational institution that they attended.16 Consequently, migra-

tion by those for whom the remigration dummy is 1 signifies return migration, while migra-

tion by those for whom it is 0 signifies other migration. 

The expected coefficient is positive. This is because, compared with other migrants, 

remigrants have a relatively large amount of information about the relocation destination 

prefecture or region and life there, so it is thought to be easier for them to relocate.17 

Moreover, the variables from the “importance of environment/lifestyle” factor to the 

“for health reasons relating to myself or a family member with whom I cohabit” dummy are 

variables relating to reasons for relocation, and they are used to control the “does/does not” 

relocate effect. Here, we are trying to identify the factors involved in realizing relocation by 

considering the differences between groups (a) and (b), but the difference between the two 

groups is regulated not only by the fact that they “can/cannot” relocate, but also by the fact 

that they “do/do not” relocate. Accordingly, it is also necessary to use factors that regulate 

the fact that they “do/do not” relocate as independent variables. 

The reason why it is thought that the “does/does not” factor can be controlled using 

the variables relating to reasons for relocation is that it is thought that those who have a 

reason to relocate immediately do so without delay, while those who do not have such rea-

sons do not hurry to relocate. 

Let us now check the results of the analysis (see Table 4). If we explain it with a fo-

cus on what is important in policy terms, firstly, we can see that, as expected, the remigra-

tion dummy is positively significant. In other words, one can say that, it is easier for remi-

grants to successfully relocate, compared with others; the main factor behind this is thought 

to be the fact that it is easier for remigrants to relocate because they have an abundance of 

information about the relocation destination.18 

                                                                                                                                                    
my are dummy variables relating to the reasons for relocation. These dummy variables are those of the 
various dummy variables relating to the reasons for relocation which had a low level of correlation 
with the “importance of environment/lifestyle factor” and the “child rearing” factor. 

16 Conditions C and D were used only in the event that the individual was (is) married prior to re-
location. 

17 Remigrants have the advantage that they can live at their parents’ home, but this point is con-
trolled using the “to cohabit with or live near a parent/parent-in-law” dummy. 

18 In fact, it has been ascertained that, compared with others, remigrants have a great deal of in-
formation about the relocation destination region and lifestyles, culture and customs there. 
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Table 4. Analysis of the Factors Involved in Realizing Relocation 

 

 

Moreover, the “homeowner before relocation” dummy coefficient was negatively 

significant, there is a possibility that owning one’s own home inhibits relocation. 

So what kind of implications can be inferred from this? In light of the effect of the 

remigration dummy, it is thought that providing a diverse range of detailed information 

about the relocation destination to those considering relocation is important in increasing 

the probability of realizing relocation. 

Given the effect of the “homeowner before relocation” dummy, it is thought that the 

probability of realizing relocation can be increased by facilitating the sale of houses owned 

by those wishing to relocate. 

 

3. Summary 
This section has considered what kind of policy-based responses will be necessary in 
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order to promote migration from the three major metropolitan areas to other regions. The 

factors promoting and inhibiting migration can be broadly categorized into work-related 

aspects and aspects relating to relocation, so the factors involved in finding a job and the 

factors involved in realizing relocation were analyzed individually. 

The main results that can be derived from the analysis of factors involved in finding a 

job are as follows. Those who selected the options “because the housing conditions are 

good” and “because I have many relatives/friends/acquaintances there” as their reasons for 

relocation have a lower desired annual income than those who did not select those options; 

in addition, those with a lower desired annual income find it easier to find a job. 

In light of this, in order to increase the probability of finding a job in regions outside 

the three major metropolitan areas, responses focused on developing and publicizing a good 

living environment there, and enabling those living in the three major metropolitan areas to 

make friends and acquaintances in other regions are important. 

The following results were obtained from the analysis of factors involved in realizing 

relocation. Firstly, remigrants have a large amount of diverse information about the reloca-

tion destination compared with others, so it is easier for them to relocate. Consequently, it is 

thought that providing a diverse range of detailed information about the relocation destina-

tion to those wishing to relocate can increase the probability of realizing relocation. 

Moreover, it was pointed out that there is a tendency for those who own their own 

homes before relocation to find it more difficult to relocate than those who do not. Conse-

quently, one can say that it is necessary to facilitate the sale of owner-occupied houses. 

These were the main results of analysis in this section. Based on these results, one can 

conclude that promoting interaction between the three major metropolitan areas and other 

regions is important in promoting migration. 

We have pointed out the importance of publicizing a good living environment and 

enabling those living in the three major metropolitan areas to make friends and acquain-

tances who live in other regions, for the purpose of inducing a reduction in the desired an-

nual income. Moreover, we have explained that, in order to enable people to successfully 

relocate, a diverse range of detailed information about the relocation destination is impor-

tant. These requirements are to be met through interaction. Then, what specific methods can 

be used to promote interaction? In order to find out more about this, we would like to pro-

vide a brief introduction to an example in Shimane Prefecture.19 

The prefectural government and related organizations in Shimane are working to-

gether, devoting their energies to a diverse range of projects to promote migration and set-

tlement in the prefecture as permanent residents; from the perspective of how to promote 

interaction, one can see amongst these endeavors a project called “migration experience.” 

The migration experience program aims to create opportunities for migration and in-

                                                           
19 The information below is based on an interview with the Hometown Shimane Settlement Foun-

dation (Furusato Shimane Teijuu Zaidan) and the Foundation’s own website. 
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corporates a range of types of experience, from comparatively simple ones, which focus on 

tourism whilst interacting with local people and those who have already migrated, to 

short-term visit support projects aimed at building up experience in the agriculture, forestry 

or fishery industries whilst staying for a few days to a week, and even full-scale industrial 

experience programs aimed at building up experience in the agriculture, forestry or fishery 

industries, or in craft-related fields, whilst staying in the area in the longer term. 

As a result of the industrial experience program, which is one of the above, Shimane 

Prefecture has succeeded in achieving settlement by 582 of the 1,253 people accepted for 

experience on the program between 1996 and 2010. The term “settlement” signifies that 

they were living in the prefecture after the program ended, but given that there are quite a 

few problems involved in finding a job in industry, primarily centered around the agricul-

ture, forestry and fishery industries, and in relocating to the agricultural communities, 

mountain villages and fishing villages that form the workplaces for those industries, the fact 

that the program has achieved a settlement rate of approximately 46% is worthy of atten-

tion. 

There is a difference in that, whereas this example primarily focuses on finding em-

ployment in the agriculture, forestry or fishery industries and relocation to an agricultural 

community, mountain village or fishing village as a result, the preceding part of this section 

has focused on employment in all occupations and relocation to regions outside the three 

major metropolitan areas as a result. Nevertheless, we are sure that the reader has been able 

to gain some level of understanding of specific methods for promoting interaction and the 

effects thereof. 

 

III. Concerning the Potential for the Activation of Endogenous Employment 
Creation in Regions outside the Three Major Metropolitan Areas by Using 
Migrants 

 

This section examines the potential for the activation of endogenous employment 

creation by using migrants, in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas. More spe-

cifically, we have analyzed what kind of migrants companies in these regions value and 

want to employ in the future, and what kind of companies in these regions value migrants 

and want to employ them. 

This section follows the results and discussion in Otani (2010), which has already 

used the same data to conduct a fundamental analysis. Moreover, with a growing focus on 

the decentralization of power and regional economies, a considerable amount of study has 

been amassed concerning industry creation and employment creation in provincial areas in 

recent years (Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training 2008, for example). However, 

there has not been a great deal of detailed statistical empirical analysis concerning migration. 

Consequently, this section uses surveys of companies to conduct an econometric empirical 

analysis of the actual status with regard to how companies in regions outside the three major 
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metropolitan areas value migrants and their desire to employ them. These are fact-finding 

studies, but they are believed to be significant. 

 

1. Data 
The data used are data obtained from the questionnaire for “Survey Concerning the 

Employment and Utilization of Workers from Outside the Prefecture and Core Personnel in 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises: Towards Facilitating the Securing of Key Person-

nel.”20 The survey was conducted by post and the targets of the survey were people in 

charge of personnel at the headquarters of companies. 18,000 questionnaires were distri-

buted and 3,662 valid responses were received (a response rate of approximately 20%). Of 

those responded companies, 2,980 companies were located in regions outside the three ma-

jor metropolitan areas. 

 

2.  Empirical Analysis 
(1) Analysis of Whether or Not There Are Useful Migrants 

Firstly, looking at the companies that have employed migrants in the last three years 

(fiscal 2006 - fiscal 2008), we will clarify in statistical terms what kind of companies re-

sponded that “there actually are people with useful skills and qualities that one only finds 

amongst migrants” (what kind of attributes the company has, and what kind of attributes the 

migrants that they employ have). 

In making estimates, one should bear in mind that the companies that responded to 

the question “Of the migrants whom you have employed as permanent employees in the last 

three years, are there actually any with useful skills, qualities or experience that one only 

finds amongst migrants?” were all companies that had employed migrants. In other words, 

there were no responses at all from companies that had not employed migrants regarding the 

question “Are there any useful people?” It would be appropriate to use the Heckman 

two-stage probit estimation procedure to conduct estimates in light of this fact. That is to 

say, a probit estimate was carried out to analyze whether or not a migrant had been em-

ployed, at the first stage, and whether or not there were any useful migrants, at the second 

stage. At the first stage (selection), the dependent variable was set at 1 if a migrant had been 

employed and 0 if not, while at the second stage, the variable was set at 1 if the respondent 

answered that there was a useful migrant, and 0 if not (nobody useful, cannot judge at the 

present time, do not know). 

Next, let us provide some details about the independent variables. Firstly, the 

attributes (age, academic background, occupation, etc.) of a migrant who has been em-

ployed are believed to have a bearing on whether or not the migrant is useful. From this, 

one can ascertain “what kind of attributes in a migrant that a company employed lead the 

                                                           
20 For further details of the questionnaire, refer to the aforementioned Japan Institute for Labour 

Policy and Training (2011) and Otani (2010b). 
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company to evaluate them as being useful.”21 

Six options were used for the age brackets at the time a migrant is employed: under 

20, 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s, and 60 or over. Eight options were used for the academic background, 

in regard to the highest level of education attained: junior high school, high school, voca-

tional college, junior college or technical college, university (humanities), university 

(sciences), graduate school (humanities), and graduate school (sciences). Nine options were 

used for the occupations pursued: specialist or technical post, managerial post, clerical, 

sales, service, security, transport or communications, manufacturing process or labor, and 

other. Dummy variables were created for all of these. 

Moreover, the independent variables also include variables relating to the attributes of 

the company. In other words, from this, one can ascertain “what kind of attributes a com-

pany that values migrants as being useful has.” 

The variables relating to a company’s attributes are the scale of the company (number 

of permanent employees and non-permanent employees), ordinary profit, business type, 

management strategy, policy on the employment of permanent employees, and awareness of 

the status in regard to human resource surpluses and deficiencies (status of surpluses or de-

ficiencies of permanent employees, status of surpluses or deficiencies of core personnel). 

With regard to management strategy, respondents could select up to two options per 

fiscal year concerning the areas emphasized in their management strategies for fiscal 2006, 

fiscal 2007 and fiscal 2008, selecting from amongst “diversification of business,” “prioriti-

zation of business,” “expansion of the scale of existing business,” “reduction of the scale of 

existing business,” “adding value to products/services,” “reducing personnel costs,” “main-

taining the status quo,” “other,” and “do not know.” Here, if an option was selected even 

just once during the three years, a dummy variable was created and set at 1. 

With regard to the policy on employing permanent employees, respondents selected 

the most appropriate option for each fiscal year from fiscal 2006 to fiscal 2008 from 

amongst the following options: “policy of increasing them, with a focus on hiring new gra-

duates,” “policy of increasing them, with a focus on hiring people mid-career,” “policy of 

maintaining the status quo,” and “policy of reducing them.” Here, if the same policy was 

maintained throughout the three years, a dummy variable was created and set at 1. 

There are 16 options for business type, so in order to prevent the estimates becoming 

unstable due to an excess of dummy variables, a primary industry dummy, secondary indus-

try dummy (reference group), and tertiary industry dummy were created, in line with the 

classification used in the national census. 

Concerning awareness of the status in regard to human resource surpluses and defi-

ciencies (status of surpluses or deficiencies of permanent employees, status of surpluses or 

deficiencies of core personnel), respondents were asked to select one option from “defi-
                                                           

21 With regard to age, academic background and the occupation in which a person is employed, it 
is possible for a company to select multiple options if it has employed more than one migrant as a 
permanent employee in the last three years.  
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ciency,” “sufficient,” “surplus,” and a “permanent employee deficiency” dummy was 

created and used, so if they selected “deficiency” from amongst these options, the variable 

was set at 1, and if not, it was set at 0. With regard to core personnel, respondents were 

asked to select one option from “sufficient” and “deficiency,” and a “core personnel defi-

ciency” dummy was created and used, so if they selected “deficiency” from amongst these 

options, the variable was set at 1, and if not, it was set at 0.22 

Other independent variables to be noted are the “most migrants came from metropol-

itan areas” dummy and the proportion of migrants employed who were hired mid-career. 

Regarding the “most migrants came from metropolitan areas” dummy, if respondents were 

asked “From where did most of the migrants whom you employed as permanent employees 

over the last three years come?” and answered “Most came from major metropolitan areas, 

such as Minami-Kanto, Tokai, or Keihanshin areas,”23 the variable was set at 1; otherwise, 

it was set at 0. 

Furthermore, the independent variables include the route via which migrants were 

hired. There are 15 options, including “1. Migration fair,” “2. Prefectural settlement promo-

tion organization,” and “3. Public Employment Security Office.” 

Let us now provide a brief summary of the variables on which this analysis focuses 

and the expected effects. Firstly, amongst the independent variables concerning the 

attributes of companies, it is expected that the “diversification of business” dummy and the 

“adding value to products/services” dummy, both of which relate to companies’ manage-

ment strategy, are positively significant. This is because it is thought that such companies 

are aiming to achieve growth through innovation and the development of new products and 

business initiatives, so they require a different way of thinking to that adopted previously, as 

well as creative planning that can break through the existing situation in which they have 

been placed. Consequently, it is anticipated that migrants (those who differ from local per-

sonnel) will be valued and utilized at such companies. Moreover, looking at the situation 

from this perspective, it is anticipated that this will lead to endogenous employment creation 

through the use of these migrants. 

Next, with regard to the variables relating to the attributes of migrants, it is thought 

that migrants with a high level of expertise and those with abundant experience will be eva-

luated as being useful. One can point out the potential for such migrants to contribute to 

endogenous employment creation. 

The main results are shown in Table 5. To summarize, it has been ascertained that 

migrants whose attributes include being in their 30s or 50s, being employed in managerial 

posts, and having graduated from vocational college are evaluated as being useful.  

                                                           
22 With regard to core personnel, the questionnaire form defined these as “permanent employees 

who, irrespective of their position, are in charge of core duties at your company and could not be re-
placed by another employee. However, this excludes the company representative.” 

23 The other options were “Regions outside the major metropolitan areas,” “About 50:50 major 
metropolitan areas and other regions” and “Do not know.” 
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Table 5. Analysis of Whether or Not There Are Useful Migrants 
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Table 5. Analysis of Whether or Not There Are Useful Migrant (Continued) 

 

 

 

Moreover, if we look at what kind of companies value migrants, we can see that companies 

with a high proportion of mid-career hires amongst the migrants whom they have employed, 

which have the prioritization of business and which are aiming to expand their scale and 

add value to their products/services as their management strategy, value migrants as useful. 

 

(2) Analysis of the Factors Relating to the Desire to Employ Migrants in the Future 
Next, we have analyzed “whether or not the company wants to employ migrants if 

possible, when hiring permanent employees in the future.” This means looking at whether 
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migrants are valued as being, or are anticipated to be more desirable than local personnel. 

With regard to the dependent variable, the dummy variable is set at 1 if the respon-

dent answered “We want to employ a migrant” or “If we had to choose, we would like to 

employ a migrant” to the question “In the future, when hiring permanent employees, would 

you like to hire a migrant, or would you prefer to employ someone other than a migrant?,” 

and at 0 if they answered anything else (“Either is fine,” “If we had to choose, we would 

prefer to employ someone other than a migrant,” or “We would like to employ someone 

other than a migrant”). 

The independent variable focused on here is “Actually useful ability.”24 This in-

volved respondents answering the question, “In regard to migrant employees with useful 

abilities unique to migrants, what specific abilities are useful? If you have multiple em-

ployees of this nature, please answer based on an average for them.” Respondents were then 

asked to rate nine abilities on a scale of 1 to 5, according to the degree to which they were 

applicable. In the estimates, dummy variables were created with regard to these nine abili-

ties, respectively, setting those answering “1. Agree” or “2. Somewhat agree” at 1 and all 

others at 0. Then, the dummy variables other than those showing strong mutual correlations 

were used as independent variables. 

The abilities are “1. Their experience of having conducted sales activities or trade in 

regard to large companies is useful,” “2. Their experience of working in a large company is 

useful,” “3. Their connections or interpersonal networks at companies or groups outside the 

prefecture are useful,” “4. Their qualifications are useful,” “5. Their business sense, which 

differs from that of personnel from within the local prefecture, is useful,” “6. Their high 

level of skill is useful,” “7. Their abundant, wide-ranging knowledge is useful,” “8. Their 

experience, which personnel from within the local prefecture do not have, is useful,” and “9. 

Their behavior, unconstrained by local limitations, is useful.” 

Moreover, another question about useful skills has been used. This is a question ask-

ing “If you were to choose from the following, which specific abilities are actually useful 

amongst the useful abilities unique to migrants?,” with respondents selecting the most ap-

plicable options from 15 possible options (multiple responses possible). Any that were cho-

sen are set as dummy variables with a value of 1. The 15 abilities are “enthusiasm and being 

proactive,” “being cooperative,” “originality,” “leadership,” “sincerity and steadfastness,” 

“ability to think logically,” “ability to negotiate,” “ability to take action and get things 

done,” “sense of responsibility,” “consideration for others,” “communication skills,” “plan-

ning ability,” “management ability,” “other” and “nothing in particular.” These were also 

narrowed down to a number of variables in light of their correlation, before being included 

in the estimates. 

Other independent variables included “the proportion of migrants who are useful.”  

                                                           
24 In the case of this variable, only those companies which responded “The migrant(s) employed is 

(are) useful” responded. Consequently, only these companies are the target of this analysis. 
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Table 6. Analysis of Whether a Company Wishes to Employ a Migrant in the Future 

 
 

This asks about the proportion of those who have useful skills, qualities or experience only 

found amongst migrants, based on a five-stage categorization. Moreover, the independent 

variables also included the “proportion of migrants employed who were hired mid-career” 

and the “most migrants came from metropolitan areas” dummy. 
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The results of the estimate are shown in Table 6. Looking at the variables on which 

this focuses, we can see that “business sense that differs from that of personnel from within 

the local prefecture,” “ability to think logically,” and “management ability” are positively 

significant in regard to the abilities that are actually useful. This demonstrates that the com-

panies which responded that these abilities were useful have a desire to employ migrants in 

the future as well. Moreover, “most migrants came from metropolitan areas” was also posi-

tively significant. With regard to other variables, “core personnel deficiency” was also posi-

tively significant. This suggests that the companies with these characteristics wish to em-

ploy migrants in the future. 

If we interpret these results in terms of the attributes of migrants, we can say that this 

shows that people with management ability and business sense that differs from that of 

people from within the local prefecture, people with experience in metropolitan areas, and 

people who have the potential to become core personnel will be required in the future. 

 

3. Summary 
In this section, an econometric empirical analysis was carried out concerning the ac-

tual status of the utilization of migrants by companies located in regions outside the three 

major metropolitan areas, with the main focus being placed on “whether they are useful” 

and “whether companies would like to employ migrants in the future.” This has clarified 

what kind of migrants companies located in these regions value and would like to employ in 

the future, as well as what kind of companies located in these regions value migrants and 

would like to employ them in the future. 

 

IV. Conclusion 
 

The objectives of this study were to consider the promotion of migration from Japan’s 

three major metropolitan areas to regions outside those areas, and to examine the potential 

for the activation of endogenous employment creation in such regions by using migrants. 

The issues behind this were concerns that, due to external diseconomies and other factors, 

population decline in these regions and economic disparities with the three major metropol-

itan areas will not be resolved smoothly, unless a policy-based approach is adopted. 

Measures adopted to deal with these problems have included government-funded em-

ployment creation initiatives and measures to attract companies to specific areas. However, 

in light of the necessity of fiscal reconstruction and the advance of globalization, there are 

limits to the extent to which both of these means can continue to be used in the future. 

Based on the awareness of this problem, measures for promoting migration from the 

three major metropolitan areas to other regions were examined first of all. The implications 

inferred from this are as follows. 

Firstly, one can say that it is necessary to guide desired annual income downwards in 

order to increase the probability of finding a job, but in order to do so, it is important to 
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adopt a response focused on developing and publicizing a good living environment, or 

enabling those living in the three major metropolitan areas to make friends and acquain-

tances amongst those living in other regions. 

Moreover, in order to increase the probability of realizing relocation, as well as pro-

viding a diverse range of detailed information about the relocation destination, it is neces-

sary to facilitate the sale of owner-occupied houses in the metropolitan areas. 

In addition, based on these implications, this study has pointed out, using examples, 

the possibility that interaction between those living in the three major metropolitan areas 

and those living in other regions will be important in promoting migration. 

Following on from this analysis, this paper discussed the activation of endogenous 

employment creation in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas. The implica-

tions derived from this are as follows. 

Firstly, it was ascertained that the companies which value migrants highly are those 

which have the prioritization of business and which are aiming to achieve an expansion in 

scale and add value to products/services as their management strategy. Moreover, the mi-

grants who are valued highly by companies are those in their 30s or 50s, who are in mana-

gerial posts, who graduated from vocational college, and who have been hired mid-career. 

Consequently, there is the potential to be able to activate endogenous employment 

creation by promoting “matchmaking” between companies with these kinds of management 

strategy and migrants in general, as well as promoting migration by people with the afore-

mentioned attributes. 

It was also ascertained that the following types of company wish to employ migrants 

in the future: companies which responded that the “business sense that differs from that of 

personnel from within the local prefecture” and “management ability” of migrants are use-

ful, companies that have employed a large number of “migrants from metropolitan areas,” 

and companies that have a “core personnel deficiency.” 

Accordingly, there is a possibility that supplying migrants to the aforementioned 

types of company will activate endogenous employment creation. Moreover, if we interpret 

this with reference to the attributes of migrants, it suggests that migrants with business 

sense that differs from that of personnel from within the local prefecture, migrants with ex-

perience of working in metropolitan areas, and migrants who can become core personnel are 

required, so it would seem that it is important to implement some kind of “matchmaking” in 

regard to such migrants. 

This brings to a close the conclusions drawn from this study. If it were possible to 

promote migration to regions outside the three major metropolitan areas by means of the 

aforementioned methods, it is likely that this would lead to the reduction or resolution of the 

problem of population decline in those regions, as well as reducing economic disparities 

between them and the three major metropolitan areas. Moreover, this study suggests that 

migrants have the potential to contribute to the activation of endogenous employment crea-

tion in regions outside the three major metropolitan areas, so it is possible that one could 
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expect the promotion of migration to resolve or reduce economic disparities through this 

kind of effect. 
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JILPT Research Activities 

 

International Workshop 
On February 28 and 29, 2012, The Japan Institute of Labour Policy and Training 

(JILPT) hosted the 11th JILPT Comparative Labor Law Seminar in Tokyo, an event used to 

address the theme of “System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise.” In order to hold 

cross-national discussions and conduct comparative analyses on the above theme, we invited 

researchers from ten countries: Australia, China, France, Germany, Korea, Sweden, Taiwan, 

the UK, the U.S. and Japan. We discussed the issue of employee representation systems 

focusing on historical and legal frameworks, as well as actual conditions such as the 

organization, function, dysfunction and relationship with collective bargaining, including the 

perspectives of evaluation and future trends.  

The submitted papers will be published and are scheduled to be posted on the JILPT 

website (http://jil.go.jp/english/index.html) in due course. The list of speakers and submitted 

papers is as follows: 

  

Hisashi Takeuchi-Okuno (Japan), System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise in 
Japan. 

Bernd Waas (Germany), Employment Representation at the Enterprise in Germany.  

Sylvaine Laulom (France), System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise in France. 
Jenny Julén Votinius (Sweden), Employment Representation at the Enterprise in Sweden. 
Ruth Dukes (U.K.), System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise in U.K. 
Cheol-Soo Lee (Korea), System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise in Korea.  
Chin-Chin Cheng (Taiwan), The Labor-Management Council System in Taiwan.  
Shangyuan Zheng (China), Chinese Staff Congress System: The Past, Present and Future. 
Orly Lobel (U. S. A.), System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise in U.S.A.   

Anthony Joseph Forsyth (Australia), System of Employee Representation at the Enterprise in 
Australia.  

 

Research Reports 
The findings of research activities undertaken by JILPT are compiled into Research 

Reports (in Japanese). Below is a list of the reports published from November 2011 to January 

2012. The complete Japanese text of these reports can be accessed from the JILPT website 

(http://www.jil.go.jp/institute/pamphlet/). We are currently working on uploading abstracts of 

reports in English onto the JILPT website as well (http://www.jil.go.jp/english/ ). 

 

Research Papers 
No.140  Employment and Economic Autonomy among Single Mothers (January 25, 2012). 
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Discussion Papers 
DPS-11-07 Estimates of Employment Demand in Regional Growth Areas: Electrical and 

Transport Machinery Production (December 2011), Satoshi Nakano.  

DPS-11-06 How Young People Respect Themselves and Career Guidance Giving Due 
Consideration to Their Self-Respect (November 2011), Hideo Shimomura.  

DPS-11-05 Social Networking in Labor Organizations and Restructuring of the Meso-Level 
Coordination: Future of Industrial Relations, Vocational Training, and 
Advocacy in the U.S. (October 2011), Ken Yamazaki. 
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