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1. Introduction

The living standard of Japanese improved as a result of the country's high
economic growth since the second half of the 1960s. Since then, Japan began to be
considered as "equal society” with small income differences. However, Tachibanaki
(1998) pointed out that while the degree of equality in income distribution in Japan
remained rather high in the first 30 years after the WW2, inequalities started to increase
from the early 1980’s. International comparison shows that Japan belongs to the group

with greater inequality comparing the Scandinavian countries (e.g., Sweden) and the

! This paper quoted and used the results of the re-totalization of the data of the " Comprehensive Survey
of Living Condition of the People on Health and Welfare " conducted by the Ministry of Health, Labour
and Welfare (MHLW), which was made as part of the "Study on the Effect of Payment System of
Medical Expenses on Demand for Medical Service and on the Level of Health and Welfare," a study
project supported by the MHLW's Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research (Study Project for Promotion of
Policy Sciences) for fiscal 2002-2003. It also quoted and used the results of the re-totalization of the
data of the "Fundamental Study of the Lives of the People" conducted by the MHLW, which was made
as part of the "Study on Schemes to Build a Vital and Affluent Aging Society," a study project supported
by the MHLW’s Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research (Study Project for Promotion of Policy Sciences)
for fiscal 1999. The authors would like to express their deep gratitude to the people who gave them
cooperation in the quotation and use of these results.



some European countries (Germany and the Netherlands). Based on these facts,
Tachibanaki concluded: The degree of equality in income distribution in Japan is not so
high as has been believed. This conclusion makes us expect that the "equality” myth
would be shattered sooner or later.

The views presented by Tachibanaki provoked many arguments. Notably,
Ohtake said that income difference in Japan are on a medium level among developed
countries and that the most important cause of widened income differentials in the
1980s and after was the aging of population, other reasons including increasing
two-income families with high income levels, increasing part-timers and larger gaps in
wages between these part-timers and full-time workers. 2 There were many studies on
income differentials in Japan. Many of these studies mention population aging and
aging of the household structure as the background causes of increasing gaps in income
in recent years (e.g., Ohtake (1994), Ohtake and Saito (1998), Takayama and Arita
(1996), Funaoka (2001), Kojima (2001)). Also, Shirahase (2002) used the data of the
Luxembourg Income Study to make international comparison, and noted that there are
aging population and other socioeconomic factors as the background of widening
income difference.

What can commonly be observed in these studies is that the researchers
recognized that income differentials tended to expand. The existence of such income
difference means that differences exist in the ability for consumption expenditure too.
It can especially be considered that low-income people have a lower ability to pay
medical expenses and other expense items essential for their life.

The relations between income differentials and payment of medical expenses
were studied by the Institute for Health Economics and Policy (2001), Endo and
Shinozaki (2003) and others. The outcome of these studies indicates that medical
expenditure in Japan has regressiveness in outpatient service. The fact that patients
pay their share of medical expenses at the same rate regardless of their income level,
although there do exist income differentials between them, has been given as a main

reason for this regressiveness. This situation suggests that the low income class is in a

2 See the Editorial Department of the Chuo Koron, ed. (2001).



