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THE AGING POPULATION

With the current birth rate at a mere 1.4 children per 
woman, the population has been aging and declin-

ing rapidly.9 According to predictions, less than 50 percent of 
the population will be of working age, which is classified as 
between ages 15 and 64, by 2060.9 This dramatic demographic 
shift will have economic repercussions, including labor 
shortages and lower standards of living due to the shrinking 
economy.10 Furthermore, the aging population has induced 
a shift in the goals of the healthcare system; physicians have 
stressed the need to focus on maximizing the quality of life 
of elderly people.11 Therefore, the government has prioritized 
the implementation of social security for elderly care over 
that for childcare.12

THE CULTURAL IDEALS OF CHILDREARING

Despite this recent emphasis on elderly care, Japanese 
culture has rigid ideals of childrearing and gendered 

responsibilities, and the government has played a large role 
in enforcing them.6 In the early 1960s, Prime Minister Hayato 

Ikeda publicized reports that 
promoted early education 
and the development of the 
mother-child bond during 
children’s first three years 
of life.6 Later, many govern-
ment officials declared that 
parents should instill mor-
als in their children and 
avoid relying on teachers or 

caregivers to fulfill this responsibility.6 A 2013 survey dem-
onstrated the prevalence of these beliefs — 77% of married 
female participants agreed that a mother should abstain from 
working and concentrate on caring for her child until they are 
three years old.8

Furthermore, the responsibilities of childrearing and sup-
porting a family have been divided based on gender. With its 
massive military recruitment, World War II established the 
idealized image of the father working away from home and 
the mother staying home to care for children.6 These gen-
dered roles have remained common to this day, despite the 
increasing number of women receiving higher education and 
maintaining jobs.13 On average, married women spend 27 
hours per week on household chores while men spend about 
three.7  Another study revealed that, compared to Ameri-
can fathers, Japanese fathers are less likely to say that they 
cannot spend sufficient time with their families because of 
work, despite working six hours longer every week.6 Overall, 
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MY CHILD WAS REJECTED BY NURSERY 
school. Go die, Japan!!!” wrote an infuriated Japa-
nese mother in an anonymous blog post on Febru-

ary 15, 2016.1 Japan has a network of licensed daycare centers 
that are subsidized by the government, but their waitlists are 
notoriously long. In April 2015, nurseries across the nation 
wait-listed 23,000 children, which forced parents to quit their 
jobs in order to care for them.1,2 As one of these parents, the 
blogger scoffs at the Japanese government for criticizing the 
low birth rate while failing to support working mothers.3 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe initially questioned the authen-
ticity of the viral post due to its anonymity.4 However, he later 
declared that 500,000 new nurseries would be established 
by the end of 2017.4 This incredible phenomenon — one 
angry blog post that sparked policy change — highlights the 
social crisis in Japan. The government deprives parents of the 
resources necessary to sustain a family, and this reality has 
discouraged young individuals from giving birth. Despite 
the country’s cost-effective universal healthcare system and 
high life expectancy of 80 years, the low birth rate reveals 
that the population’s health 
outcomes do not accurately 
reflect the well-being of Jap-
anese people.5

Complex intersections 
of cultural, economic, and 
social factors have deterred 
couples from having chil-
dren. Since World War II, 
the Japanese government 
and culture have favored the father-breadwinner, mother-
homemaker family model.6 After the economic recession 
in the 1990s, this ideal became unrealistic, though, as many 
young men were prevented from becoming fathers because 
they could not find stable jobs.7 Meanwhile, as more women 
participate in the labor force, discriminatory employment 
practices relating to childrearing have threatened their job 
opportunities.8 Furthermore, fulfilling the demands of child-
care while earning income has become difficult for mothers.8 
While the government has made reforms to encourage child-
birth, such as establishing licensed daycare centers and man-
dating employers to provide paid parental leave, these efforts 
render themselves futile.8 Poor management of nurseries and 
the low status of part-time workers inhibits people from qual-
ifying for benefits while caring for a child.8 The government 
must realize that assisting families with childcare via daycare 
is not simply the solution. After all, the childbearing reluc-
tance has its roots in economic hardship and gender inequal-
ity that have afflicted Japanese society for decades. Without 
addressing these fundamental issues in a direct manner, the 
birth rate will not change.
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“... childbearing reluctance has its 
roots in economic hardship and 

gender inequality that have afflicted 
Japanese society for decades.”
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Japanese culture and the government alike repeatedly empha-
sizes that parents must take complete responsibility for the 
development of their children as fathers generate income 
while mothers take care of children, which became a difficult 
model to follow after the economic recession.6 

DECLINING MARRIAGE RATE AFTER RECESSION

The 1990s economic recession reduced young people’s 
economic opportunities. In the most favorable contract, a 

company would provide a worker with lifetime employment, 
regular pay, and benefits such as insurance for their family.7 
This contract is known as the standard employment relation-
ship, and companies offered it to many workers during the 
postwar economic growth.7 However, as the 1990s recession 
forced employers to take cost-cutting measures, they began 
to prefer nonstandard workers who worked part-time for a 
shorter period without benefits.7 In 2013, nonstandard work-
ers comprised more than one-third of the workforce, and 
every year, only two percent of them find a full-time job.7

According to the traditional Japanese family model, a 
couple should have a child immediately after marriage.7 Yet, 
young men with nonstandard contracts are likely unable to 
support a family, thereby lowering marriage prospects.7 As 
more women obtain jobs, the expectation to shoulder most 
of the household chores and childrearing, regardless of how 
much they work, has deterred them from getting married.7 As 
a result, 60 percent of women and 72 percent of men between 
the ages of 25 and 29 years were not married in 2010.7 The 
effects of the 1990s economic recession remain significant, 
and the dearth of economic opportunity along with the ideal-
ized family model have discouraged many young people from 
getting married and having children.

EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES AGAINST MOTHERS

Employment practices independent of the economic cri-
sis have also contributed to the low birth rates, especially 

those practices that eliminate job opportunities for mothers. 
Firstly, successful individuals follow a highly structured career 
path — they seek employment immediately after graduation 
and maintain their positions for lifetime.8 Employers avoid 
hiring workers during the middle of their careers, and those 
who seek re-employment after a hiatus are often assigned to 
low-paid, part-time work.8 This custom has a detrimental 
impact on women who decide to temporarily stop their jobs 
to take care of their children. Upon returning to work, these 
mothers are usually assigned positions for which they are 
overqualified, receive lower wages, and have few promotional 
opportunities.8 According to a 2012 study, the average annual 
income of female workers who did not take a hiatus during 
their childrearing period was almost double that of female 
workers who did.8 Despite this incentive to continue work-
ing, more than half of them still take a hiatus after the birth 
of their first child.9 Consequently, the ambition for career 
advancement and the desire to have children often conflict.

Other employment practices make balancing work 
with childrearing difficult. The demands of work especially 
impact women who seek employment due to reasons other 
than professional development, such as supplementing their 
partners’ low income or supporting their children as single 
mothers.8 After all, many employers have hired male work-
ers with the assumption that they are married to full-time 
housewives and do not devote much time to housework and 
childrearing.8 In exchange for lifelong employment, compa-
nies expect full-time male workers to work about 51 hours 
a week with occasional overtime.7,8 Since many childrearing 

Closed Daycare Center in Gojo, Japan
Image Source: Flickr Commons



 Spring 2017 • Volume 16, Issue II |  TuftScope 37 36 TuftScope  | Spring 2017 • Volume 16, Issue II

mothers cannot fulfill such demands, they prefer part-time 
positions that offer flexible working hours and holidays.8 As 
a result, about half of afemale workers work part-time, and 
half of female part-timers earn an annual income of less than 
$8,900.9,13 As the number of single mothers increases, there is 
no viable way for women to earn enough income while caring 
for their children. As long as cultural norms persist, women 
are expected to undertake most childrearing responsibilities. 
Historically, fulfilling such demand was feasible with another 
source of income, but as more women are entering the work-
force, this family model has become difficult to achieve. These 
employment practices make childrearing impractical for both 
women who aspire to become professionals and those who 
struggle to economically sustain themselves.

ATTEMPTS TO ENCOURAGE CHILDBIRTH

In the late 1990s, the low fertility rate in Japan prompted 
the enactment of the Angel Plans, which attempted to assist 

families in childcare.13 One component of these plans was to 
enhance subsidized and licensed daycare centers, which pro-
vide high-quality care and require small fees.8,13 While these 
centers are highly convenient for working mothers, they are 
poorly managed.8,14 The low wages have compelled childcare 
providers to quit, and the shortage of daycare centers have 
been especially evident in large cities like Tokyo and Osaka.8,14 
The shortage of nurseries have forced parents to extend their 
childcare leave or end their jobs to care for their children.8,14

Another reform mandates employers to provide paid 
maternity leave six weeks before and eight weeks after child-
birth.8 Additionally, workers who have employee insurance 
and have worked for at least one year are entitled to childcare 
leave until the child turns one.8 Compared to the systems of 
other developed nations, this system provides workers with 
decent compensation.8 Because paid parental leave is not 
available to self-employed and part-time workers, who cur-
rently comprise half of the female workforce, only 20% of 
childrearing women have taken advantage of this system.8,9 

Subsidized childcare and paid parental leave are highly ben-
eficial to those who can access them, and they might encour-
age more individuals to have children if they were universal. 
Nonetheless, nurseries have not been able to accommodate all 
children, and most childrearing women cannot benefit from 
the paid childcare leave system. 

CONCLUSION

With the low birth rate, all of the aformentioned cul-
tural, economic, and social factors have contributed to 

Japan’s quickly shrinking population, resulting in the serious 
economic consequences of labor shortages and lowered stan-
dards of living.10 Since the 1940s, fathers have been expected 
to work away from home to earn income while mothers stay  
home to care for the children.6 Achieving this family model 
has become difficult for all, especially after the economic 
recession in 1990.7 As companies began to prefer part-time 
workers, finding standard employment with regular pay and 
benefits became difficult.7 Meanwhile, more women have 
entered the workforce as highly-skilled professionals. They 
face employment practices that eliminate mothers’ career 
opportunities and make balancing work and childrearing 
difficult.8 The Japanese government has attempted to assist 
families in childcare by creating daycare centers and requir-
ing employers to provide paid parental leave. However, these 
efforts have been successful only to a limited extent. Faced 
with cultural expectations, a dearth of economic opportu-
nity, and discriminatory employment practices, many young 
individuals have opted not to have children. Simply providing 
families with resources for childcare will not boost the low 
birth rate; its causes are deeply rooted in economic hardship 
and gender inequality. Before the population continues to 
decline, the government must invest in the healthy lifestyles 
and socioeconomic well-being of the Japanese people.
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