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Living Alone Later in Life:A Study for the Future Social Security System in Japan

Sawako Shirahase (Tsukuba University)

1. Introduction
It is well known that the falling birthrate and aging population give us an excellent
opportunity to seriously examine the current social security system in Japan. A dramatic
transformation of demographic structure has been led by a continuous decline in total fertility
rates and a sharp rise in the proportion of the elderly aged 65 and over, rate and the expansion
of longevity. The total fertility rate in 2003 was 1.29, and has been declining since the “1.57
shock” in 1990. Contrarily, the proportion of the elderly aged 65 years and over in the total
population was 19.1percent in 2003, and has been sharply rising, particularly since 1980. In
fact, it took just 24 years for the proportion of the elderly to increase from 7 percent to 14
percent in Japan, and that is less than one-fourth of the corresponding figure in France where
aging population took place in the slowest pace. A combination of consistently declining
birthrate and rapid aging characterizes the recent population change in Japan. This speed of
change is a key to make people overly react on the on-going demographic change and make a
drastic and urgent reform of the social security system necessary (Matsutani 2004).
Figure 1
Aging does not only mean an increase in the proportion of the elderly aged 65 and over in the
total population, but also the extension of longevity (life-span extension). It changes health
conditions, employment status and the household type to which the elderly belong. Life
expectancy at 65 years old rises for both men and women (Figure 1), and an important finding
here is the widening difference in the life expectancy between men and women. In 1955, the
life expectancy of men after the age of 65 was 11.8 years and that of women 14.1 years, the
difference being 2.3 years. However, in 2003, the life expectancy of men after the age of 65
was 18.0 years and that of women 23.0 years, the difference being more than double. This

difference in life expectancy between men and women is connected to the difference in the
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household type to which they belong later in life. The most noticeable example is the increase
in the proportion of the elderly living alone (hereinafter referred to as a single-person
household). The rate of male single-person houscholds rose from 2.2percent in 1986 to
3.4percent in 1998. The rate of female single-person households sharply rose 9.7percent to
13.6percent in the same period (Shirahase 2005b). Bereavement of spouses for the elderly does
not always mean an immediate shift to single-person households. They mostly have options of
living with their children and of living alone. Therefore, the difference in the proportion of
single-person households between men and women cannot be explained only with the
difference in life expectancy between them. Considering that women have longer life
expectancy than men do and that on average, wives are younger than their husbands are, it will
be plausible to regard that the chance of the female elderly forming the single household will
be higher than their male counterparts.
Figure 2
In Figure 2, the trend of the distribution of household structure with the elderly since 1975 is
shown. The largest changes over 25 years are the increase in elderly living alone (single-person
household) and couple-only households can be found, while the proportion of the
multi-generational households, typically three-generational households, strikingly decline.
Many elderly used to enjoy basic life security through living with their children. However, the
proportion of the elderly living with their children has decreased, and on the contrary, the rate of
those living alone with their spouses and the rate of those living alone have increased. As a
result, the place where the elderly receive their basic life security has changed outside of
households. The social security system in Japan has been designed, depending on the role of the
family which is expected to provide basic life security to family members (Harada 1988; Osawa
1993). Such a social security system depending the role of the family is regarded as the latent
assets of families, so called the Japanese-style welfare society (Liberal Democratic Party of
Japan 1979) and company-oriented society (Osawa 1993). The way of living has changed and
the distribution of household structure in contemporary Japan has changed. It means that we no

longer expect the safety net to the extent to which we used to enjoy within households.
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In this study, I like to examine the economic situation of the elderly living alone through the
comparison with those who live with their family. We suspect that the socio-economic
situation where various risks such as illness and poverty can be pooled within the household by
cohabiting with family members would be different from that where there is no one who can
share the household. We can see how disadvantageous the elderly living alone are with respect
to economic well-being and how much vulnerable to various risks later in their life.

This study consists of three major parts. In the first part, the change in economic well-being
of elderly living alone in Japan will be presented in the mid-1980s, the mid-1990s, and the
beginning of the 21% century. The situation that the elderly living alone are economically
disadvantaged has been already pointed out (Shirahase 2002; Seike and Yamada 2005). We like
to know if the level of socio-economic well-being for the elderly living alone has improved
these days, corresponding to the increase in the proportion of single household among the
elderly. In the second part, I will compare the economic inequality for the elderly living alone in
2000 with those in other industrial nations. The nations which are compared with Japan in this
study are Germany, Italy, Sweden, Taiwan, United Kingdom, and the United States.

In the final part, focusing on the elderly who are under the long-term care, we will examine
how much personal networks and human resources are utilized in receiving the long-term care
among different types of household structure. The expansion of longevity implies a higher
proportion of those aged 75 and over and the increase in those who face a higher risk of
recetving the long-term care When the elderly enter the latter stages of old age, the chance of
deteriorating their health condition becomes higher and consequently a chance of requiring
long-term care strikingly increases. The work life of the elderly depends on their health
condition and further it determines their economic level of life. We then like to examine how

personal network and personal resources work in supporting the life of the frail elderly.
2. Economic Well-Being of the Elderly Living Alone

The Japanese data used in this study is the National Survey of Living Conditions (Kokumin

Seikatsu Kiso Chosa) Basic Survey of Living, conducted by the Japan Ministry of Health, Labor
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and Welfare in 1986, 1995 and 2001. The unit of the survey is the household, and the household
with the elderly means the household where those aged 65 and over live.  The extent of income
inequality is measured by disposable income, which is calculated by subtracting tax and social
insurance payments form total gross income. In order to take into account the difference in the
family size, I will use disposable income with the equivalent size of elasticity 0.5, following the
previous study by Nishizaki et al. (1998). I assume that there is no difference in equivalence of
elasticity between working adults and children or retired elderly. Behind this assumption, it is
supposed that family members more or less equally share the economic well-being within the
same household. Since the basic unit of consumption is the household, I believe that this
assumption is in general reasonable in contemporary capitalist societies.

The other main variable to analyze is the type of household structure, and it is constructed by
the number of the household members and the relationship among them. The household
structures used in this study are divided into the following five categories: (1) single-person
household, (2) couple-only household, (3) couple and unmarried child-only household, (4) three
generational household and (5) other household. In this study, I like to focus on the elderly
living alone (hereinafter referred to as the elderly single-person household) in Japan with
comparative perspective. In order to elucidate the extent of the economic well-being for the
elderly single-person household, the three-generational household in which most elderly were
used to live and the household where the parents and their unmarried adult children live together
which has increased due to the delay in marriage among young people are sometimes combined
into the one category, so-called “others.”

Figure 3

First, in this section, the economic well-being of the elderly living alone is examined from
the viewpoints of economic inequality, indicated with the Gini coefficient and the poverty rate
which is the proportion of those whose income has not reached to a half of the medium income
of the total household. Figure 3 shows the trend of the gini coefficients of the total households,
those of the households with the elderly, and those of the elderly single-person households since

the mid-1980s. Shirahase (2005b) claimed that the degree of inequality by household type with

— 164 —



the elderly converged; in the past, the economic inequality in male single-person was the
highest and that in threc-generational households the lowest. However, economic inequality in
male single-person households and couple-only households that increased in the households
with the elderly has declined, and as a result the degree of economic inequality in households
with the elderly as a whole has reduced since the mid 1980s.

The degree of economic inequality in the total households expanded from .2998 in the
mid-1980s to .3718 at the beginning of the 21% century. In contrast, the degree of economic
inequality in households whose head is 65 years old and over dropped from .3668 to .3479.
Compared with other countries, Japan is characterized by a higher degree of economic
inequality among houscholds with the elderly than that of households without the elderly
(Shirahase 2002). Economic inequality among households with the elderly as a whole dropped
from the mid-1980s to mid-1990s, and that tendency continues even into the 21* century.

Table 1

One of the reasons for the reduction of economic inequality in elderly households is due to a
decrease in the rate of low-income households with the elderly (Shirahase 2005¢). Table 1
shows the proportion of the households whose income has not reached to the medium income of
the total households. Here, income less than half the disposable income of the total population is
defined as a low-income group, and the rate of low income for each household structure is
indicated. The rate of low-income households whose head is 60s strikingly declined in
single-person households. The proportion of the low-income households t dramatically dropped
from 56.1percent in 1986 to 39.4percent in 2001. The proportion of the low-income household
whose age of the head is 70s and over, that is from 69.7percent to 44.9percent. The extent to
which the household with the elderly is below the medium income of the total households has
declined even more among the households whose age of the head is 70 and over. The one of
the reason for this large degree of reduction in the income inequality would be derived from the
improvement of the social security benefit.

Table 2

Table 2 presents the gini coefficient, the economic inequality, in more detailed by breaking
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down various household categories for their 60s and 70s. They are the single-person
household, the couple-only household, the household consisting of couple and their unmarried
children, so called nuclear-family household, and the three-generational households. In the
households whose age of the head is 60s, the degree of inequality is the highest among
single-person households, and it was .04309 in 2001. On the contrary, economic inequality
increases in nuclear-family households where an elderly couple live together with an unmarried
child and in three-generational households. The increase of households where an unmarried
child lives with his or her parents is closely related to delay in marriage among the young
people, and Yamada (1999) calls them parasite singles. And such households, not only with the
poor but also the rich, are now increasing. In fact, the rate of low income among the households
whose age of the head is in their 60s is increasing among the nuclear-family households.
Among the households whose age of head in their 70s and over, the degree of economic
inequality dropped across all households categories. In the group of householders 70 years old
and over, economic inequality drops for all households. In particular, economic inequality in
couple-only households largely dropped (from .4304 in 1986 to .3200 in 2001.)
Figure 4

Next, Figure 4 shows the trend in proportion of low-income households where the elderly
live alone will be examined by gender and age. For both men and women, the rate of
low-income households dropped significantly, and the economic situation of the elderly
single-person households appears to improve. Especially in the single-person households of
women aged 70 years old and over, the rate of low income remarkably dropped from
73.1percent in 1986 to 48.75 in 2001. In 2001, the difference in risk of low income by age
dropped for both men and women. However, about 30percent of male single-person households
of the elderly aged 70 and over and about half female single-person households of the elderly
aged 70 years old and over belong in the low-income group. We can imagine that living alone
later in life is closely associated with a high economic risk. Therefore, we should not

underestimate the fact that the elderly face a higher economic risk.
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3. Comparison of the elderly living alone in Japan with those in other industrial nations
The economic well-being for the elderly in Japan is examined in comparison with that in the
United States and Europe. The data used in this study is Luxembourg Income Study Data
(hereinafter referred to as LIS), and data for the year 2000 from each country (data for 1999
only in the UK) is used. The countries which we analyze in this section are the United States,
the UK, Italy, Germany, Sweden and Taiwan. According to the type of welfare regimes
advocated by Esping-Andersen (1990), the United States and the U.K. are regarded to be liberal,
Germany is to be conservative, and Sweden is regarded to be socio-democratic welfare state.
Italy is considered to be the familialism-type welfare state in which the role of the family is
empahized. Japan is an ad hoc type of being conservative and liberal. In Japan, the social
security system is formed under the assumption of an important role of the family, and its view
is shared with Germany and Italy. (Esping-Andersen 1997; Shirahase 2003). As Japan has
always been compared with America and European countries, peculiarity of Japan tends to be
emphasized. In order to avoid such a myth, I will include Taiwan, another Asian society, in
this study. In supporting economic well-being of the elderly, cohabitation with younger
generation has been pointed out (Smeeding and Saunders 1998).

Figure 5

In Figure 5, the distribution of households whose head is 65 years old and over for each
country is shown. A characteristic of Japan in this figure is that the rate of other households that
are neither single-person households nor couple-only households is the highest of the
comparison target countries. Other households indicates households that are neither
single-person households nor couple-only households, and the typical “other” household of
elderly households is a three-generational household. The other country whose rate of “other”
households is high is Italy, with 27.2percent of households whose head is 65 years old and over
being that of other households. Concerning Taiwan, the rate of couple-only households is as
high as that of Germany and Sweden, with couple-only households being the majority. The rate
of “other” households is approximately 20percent. The rate of other households in Taiwan is

higher than that of America and European countries, apart from Italy, but no higher than that of
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Japan. In Taiwan, the typical ways of living for the elderly are either to live alone or to live with
their spouses.

Furthermore, another characteristic of households with the elderly in Japan is that the rate of
the male elderly living alone is low. Even among single-person households, the gender
difference is substantial in Japan. However, the difference in the proportion of single-person
households of the elderly between men and women does not simply reflect the difference in life
expectancy between men and women. Regarding the gender difference in life expectancy, the
figure of Japan is 6.9 years — the largest, while that of Germany and Taiwan is 6.0 years and that
of Italy 5.7 years. The countries whose gender difference in life expectancy is relatively small
are Sweden (4.6 years) and the U.K (4.7 years). However, while the gender difference in life
expectancy in Taiwan is almost the same as that in Japan, the rate of single-person households
of the male elderly in Taiwan is higher than that of Japan. This result derived from the
difference in a proportion of the elderly who have never been married. The proportion of
Unmarried male elderly is approximately one-third of single-person households in Taiwan. And
contrary to that, in Japan, the rate of unmarried male elderly is approximately 10 percent, the
lowest among our countries. This would be a good example how differences in life course
reflect the economic inequality in the household structures with elderly.

Figure 6

The degree of economic inequality by household structure will now be examined (Figure 6).
With regard to the Gini coefficient of all the countries in 2000, that of Japan is .3323 and is the
third largest after that of the United States (.3981) and that of the U.K (.3448). The Gini
coefficient of total households in Japan is similar to that of Italy (.3329). The degree of
economic inequality of households whose head is 65 years old and over is .3479, with Japan
following the United States (.3733) and Taiwan (.3758). In the mid-1980s, the Gini coefficient
of elderly households in Japan was very different from that of total households, similar to
Taiwan, and a high degree of economic inequality in the households with the elderly can be
seen. However, as mentioned in the previous section (Figure 3), in Japan the Gini coefficient of

total households has risen but that of households with the elderly has fallen. The pattern in
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which the degree of economic inequality in the total population becomes similar to that one in
the elderly is getting close to that in the United States and European countries. However, in
Taiwan, the situation in which the Gini coefficient of elderly households is higher than that of
total households, similar to Japan in the past, remains. And one of the reasons for this high
economic inequality among the elderly would be derived from immaturity of the welfare system
for elderly in Taiwan.

With regard to the economic inequality of single elderly, that of Japan is as large as that of
the United States. Their Gini coefficients are .3718 and .3798, respectively. It is obvious that
economic inequality in the single male elderly in Japan is greater than that in other countries,
with the Gini coefficient among single-person households of the male elderly in Japan
being .380 and the second highest after the United States (.411). And in Italy too, economic
inequality in single-person households of the male is high.

Table 3

However, economic well-being cannot be measured only with economic inequality. Another
important point is the rate of risk of low income. In Table 3, the rate of households with
disposable income below the median household value is indicated according to household
structure. The rate of low income of total households in Japan is high (16.3%), with Japan
following the United States (17.0%). Conversely, countries whose rate of low income in
households as a whole is low are Sweden (6.5%), Germany (8.3%) and Taiwan (9.1%).
However, with elderly households, the rate rises sharply in Taiwan, the United States and Japan.
The individual values are 37.9 percent, 24.2 percent and 21.5 percent. Particularly in Taiwan, it
is remarkable that entering the latter stages of life is closely related to a rise in the risk of being
in low income, and the rate of low income elderly single-person households is a majority. Also
in Japan, a high risk of being in low income when entering the latter stage of life emerged, with
the high risk of a low income for the elderly being similar to the pattern in the United States.
The disadvantageous economic situation of elderly Japanese women has been previously
pointed out (Shirahase, 2002; Seike Yamada 2004). Seike and Yamada indicate that the cause is

the low employment rate of elderly women and insufficient protection against a meager pension
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after bereavement. However, the rate of low income elderly singles has improved since the
mid-1980s (Refer to Table 1). But it must not be overlooked that in Japan the low-income risk
that the elderly, especially single female elderly, face is higher than that in the United States and
European countries. Living alone later in life involves economic risk in all our nations. It is
commonly found that in all countries that female elderly living alone particularly tend to have a
higher risk of being in a low income than their male counterparts. The economic risk for the
elderly in Japan is as high as that of the United States and the U.K, apart from the extremely
high value in Taiwan.
Table 4

The economic risk of elderly singles will now be examined in further detail with the marital
status of single-person households in mind. In Table 4, the rate of low income according to the
marital status of the elderly is compared by gender. The difference in the rate of risk of being in
a low income according to marital status in Japan is statistically insignificant. Economic risk for
the elderly living alone later in life is basically the same as those who are never married and
separated. However, in the other countries except for Japan, the difference in the rate of being in
a low income according to marital status is statistically significant. Generally, entering later life
without marrying involves a higher economic risk. For example, in the case of Taiwanese men
and German women, a high economic risk is apparent with separated singles. Unfortunately, as
the data used in this report is based on a cross-sectional survey for use in clarifying a specific
point in time, how much impact being unmarried, being divorced, or being widowed has on the
single life of the elderly cannot be rigidly investigated.

Iwata (2004) indicates that being unmarried or divorced involves a high economic risk,
through analyzing a panel survey data of women in their 20s to 40s. From the results of that
analysis, it is imaginable that entering the later stage of ones life unmarried, divorced or living
with their spouses does influence economic well-being in later life. In the results of that analysis,
the difference in the rate of being in a low income according to marital status of single elderly is
statistically insignificant. However, as the unmarried and divorced are expected to increase in

the future, the influence that marriage has on economic well-being later in life cannot be
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