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Economic Globalization and Changes in Family Formation

as the Cause of Very Low Fertility in Japan

Shigesato Takahashi

G
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1. Introduction

The size of a population and its age distribution are closely related to the underlying socioeconomic
system, and the population and socioeconomic system have continued to change while mutually
influencing each other. Japan’s lowest-low fertility has become less than the population replacement
level and life expectancy has improved, and as a result major changes have occurred in the
population’s age distribution, thus affecting various areas of social security, such as the public health
care system, public pension system, public care nursing system and other welfare measures. In
addition‘ to affecting social security, these changes have also led to declines in the working

population and consumption, and have had adverse effects on economic growth.
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According to the 2005 census figures, Japan’s total population for that year was 127.77 million.
Judging from the number of births and deaths in recent years, as well as trends in international
migration, Japan’s population appears to have reached its peak and has entered a period of decline.
This major change from an increasing population to a decreasing population is viewed by many
Japanese as an indication of a weakening Japanese society, where lowest-low fertility and a
hyper-aging population are accelerating (Atoh 2002; Takahashi 2008).

This article reviews future Japanese population trends and considers changes in demographic
factors (such as births and life expectancy) that cause population fluctuations, as well as the

socioeconomic factors behind these changes.

2. Historical Changes in the Total Population

A look at historical trends in the Japanese population, according to modern demographic statistics
first recorded in 1872, shows that the total population in that year was 34,806,000 (NIPSSR 2008).
Subsequently, Japan’s total population increased rapidly at an average annual growth rate of around
1.5% reaching 55,963,000 in 1920, when the first national census was conducted. The upward trend
continued, and the total population surpassed 70 million in 1936, 80 million in 1948, and 100 million
in 1967. Japan’s total population grew at a rate of around 1% until the late 1970s, but the rate
declined rapidly afterwards and finally fell into negative territory from 2004 to 2005, partly due to a
rise in the mortality rate. According to the 2005 census figures, Japan’s total population stood at

127,768,000, signaling the end of the long-standing population boom (see Figure 1).

[Figure 1 Actual and projected population of Japan, 1872-2105.]

Leaving aside future developments in international migration figures, demographic changes
concerning the falling number of births and increasing number of deaths occur due to the following
mechanism: first, the increasing number of deaths is caused by a growing number of deaths
concentrated among the elderly as the age distribution center rises due to increased longevity. In
addition, Japan saw a historic increase in the number of births beginning at around the 1910s, and
this large number of births was maintained until the 1950s. Since the 1980s, the people born during
this time have successively entered the older age group, which has led to an increase in the number
of deaths, and this trend is expected to continue. On the other hand, the falling number of births is
caused by the fertility rate falling below 2.07, the level at which the population of the succeeding
generation equals that of the parent’s generation. Incidentally, TFR (total fertility rate) stood at 1.37

in 2008, and the number of births is expected to drop further as the parenting generation declines.
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Taking a look at future total population changes, the results of future population projections
released by the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research in December 2006
(NIPSSR 2006) makes demographic projections of future fertility rates, life expectancy and
international migration based on assumptions. Changes in future fertility rates are indicated in terms
of three assumed values: medium-variant (assuming a long-term TFR of 1.26), high-variant
(assumed TFR of 1.55), and low-variant (assumed TFR of 1.06).

The total population of Japan, which has been gradually falling since 2005, is projected to drop
to 115.22 million under the medium-variant projection, 118.35 million under the high-variant
projection and 112.58 million under the low-variant projection by 2030. Thus, the population is
expected to decline by approximately 800,000 to 900,000 annually in the 2030s. In 2055, the total
population is projected to fall to 89.93 million under the medium-variant projection, 97.77 million
under the high-variant projection, and 84.11 million under the low-variant projection—which is
equal to between 65.8% and 76.5% of the 2005 population.

Thus, although the population has grown 3.6 times since 1872, when a total population of
around 35 million was recorded, current Japanese society is witnessing a major demographic turning

point where the population has started to decline.

3. Changes in the Population’s Age Distribution

3.1 Changes in the working-age population

Not only has the demographic change in fertility and mortality since the mid-1970s caused a decline
in the total population, it has also changed the population’s age distribution. Focusing on changes in
the age distribution since the 1950s, Figure 2 shows the population broken down into the
younger-age population (0-14 years), working-age population (15-64 years), and older-age

population (65 years and over).

[Figure 2 Trends in the three major population age groups: Medium fertility (with medium mortality)

variant.]

Japan’s working-age population has increased consistently since the 1950s. The size of the
working-age population, which stood at slightly below 50 million around 1950, grew rapidly to 60
million in 1960 and to just over 75 million in 1975. In 1995, the working-age population hit a peak
of around 87 million, approximately 1.8 times the working-age population of 1950. Since then,

however, the working-age population has entered a period of decline, falling to just over 84 million
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in 2005. Thus, the size of the working-age population witnessed a major change in the mid-1990s.
According to the results of the NIPSSR’s future population projection, the working-age population
will continue to fall significantly. Specifically, it projects that the working-age population will drop
to just over 67 million in 2030, which is around 77% of its peak in 1995, and, in 2055, this number

will be around 46 million, which is 53% of the peak level.

3.2. Acceleration of population aging

The population has been aging rapidly due to a declining fertility rate since the mid-1970s. This
population aging is in part a relative phenomenon, caused by the continuation of an extremely low
TFR of around 1.3. That is, aging—or an increase in the proportion of people aged 65 or older in the
total population—caused by a decrease in the total population, which is the denominator. The other
type of population aging is caused by an increase in the absolute number of senior citizens due to a
drop in the mortality rate and greater longevity. Needless to say, this type of population aging
includes an increase in the number of elderly people due to the aging of the generation that was born
during the period of high fertility more than 50 years ago.

Thus, the aging of the population is caused by the following three elements: (1) the current
ultra-low fertility rate (declining fertility rate); (2) a decline in the mortality rate (greater longevity);
and (3) past changes in the number of births (an increase in the number of births since at least before
World War II and its recent decline).

The number of elderly people aged 65 or older has increased gradually since the 1950s.
According to the 1947 census figures, the number of elderly people was 3.74 million, a mere 4.8%
of the total population. Subsequently, the elderly population grew gradually and increased to just
over 5 million in 1960, but the proportion of elderly—which indicates the level of aging—remained
at 5.7% of the total population. However, in the 1970 national census, this indicator of the level of
aging exceeded 7% for the first time in demographic history when the number of elderly people aged
65 or older surpassed 7 million. The population began to age rapidly from around this time. The
elderly population surpassed 10 million in 1979, and the proportion of elderly reached 8.9%.
Approximately 20 years later, in 1998, the elderly population doubled to 20 million, with the
proportion of elderly hitting 16.2%. Since then, the elderly population has continued to rise at a rapid
pace and, according to the 2005 census figures, the number of people aged 65 or older came to
slightly below 26 million, a proportion that exceeds 20%. Thus, the population aging that began in
earnest in the 1970s is characterized by both an increase in the number and a rise in the proportion of
the elderly population aged 65 and or older.

Looking at future changes in the number of elderly people, according to the results of the
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NIPSSR’s future population projections, the elderly population aged 65 or older will continue to
grow rapidly and is expected to reach almost 33 million in 2014, when the baby boomers born
between 1947 and 1949 will have all reached 65. After that, the increase will gradually slow down,
and the elderly population will begin to decline slowly in the 2040s. Thus, the number of elderly
people aged 65 or older is expected to rise at a fast pace toward the 2020s, but the growth is seen to
slow down afterwards.

However, the proportion of the elderly population aged 65 or older, which indicates the level of
aging, is likely to show a different trend. The proportion of the elderly population, which stood at
20.2% of the total population in 2005, is projected to reach 26.3% in 2014 and will continue to rise
sharply. While the projected rise in the proportion will begin to differ in the 2020s, depending on the
assumed fertility rate, the proportion will, in any case, continue to increase toward 2055, the final
year of the future population projection’s projection period. The proportion is projected at 40.5% in
2055 under the medium-variant projection, meaning that one in every 2.5 people is an elderly
person.

Between 2030 and 2040, people currently in their 30s, who are the second-generation baby
boomers, will enter their 60s and become elderly people aged 65 or older. Among people of this
generation, the trend not to marry has accelerated considerably, and married couples tend to bear
fewer children. As a result, while the size of the elderly population will grow more slowly, the
proportion of the elderly population will continue to rise. This is the hyper-aging of the population

that 1s taking place in Japan.

4. Acceleration of the Declining Fertility Rate and Its Causes from a Socioeconomic

Perspective

4.1 Demographic causes of the declining fertility rate

One of the major causes of a declining population and a rapidly aging population is the drop in the
fertility rate. Looking at annual changes in the number of births and the TFR, the number of births
has continued to fall since peaking at 2.09 million in 1973, and is currently at levels of slightly under
1.1 million (Figure 3). Needless to say, the baby boomers born between 1947 and 1949 married
around 1973 and generated an increase in the number of births over several years. Since then,
however, the number of births has fallen in line with a drop in the parents’ population due to the
ending of the baby boom (Kaneko 1999; Takahashi 2004).

[Figure 3 Trends in number of birth and total fertility rate]
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The TFR was 2.14 in 1973 but dropped to 2.05 in the following year and had fallen sharply to
1.74 by 1981. The TFR subsequently showed a slight increase, but declined again, falling to 1.39 in
1997 and to 1.29 in 2003. In 2005, the TFR hit a record low of 1.26, but has since risen slightly,
standing at 1.37 as of 2008.

When looking at the decline in the fertility rate from a demographic standpoint by comparing
fertility rates by age group in 1975, 1990, and 2005 (Figure 4), the age-specific fertility rate was the
highest in 1975 among 25-year-old women and was concentrated in women in their mid-20s to late
20s. However, in 1990, the age-specific fertility rate for women in their early 20s to mid-20s fell
sharply; the fertility rate peaked among 28-year-old women and rose among women in their 30s. In
2005, the fertility rate for women in their 20s declined further; the fertility rate peaked among
women aged between 29 and 30 and, while it rose among women in their 30s, the rise was not

enough to offset the decline in the fertility rate among women in their 20s.

[Figure 4 Age-specific fertility rates (1975, 1990 and 2005).]

The demographic cause of the declining fertility rate lies in the changes in marriage formation
and changes in the reproductive behavior of married Japanese couples. Another factor is the number
of illegitimate births. According to 2005 vital statistics, illegitimate births accounted for 2.0% of
total births. Given that the TFR is calculated from the total number of women as the denominator,
this means that if the female population has a growing tendency not to marry, the number of married
women declines, and it is possible that the TFR will decline even if married women’s reproductive
behavior does not change.

Looking at the change in marriage formation in terms of the proportion of never-married
women by age group, the proportion remained stable from 1955 to the mid-1970s, hovering around
70% for women in their early 20s and around 20% for women in their late 20s; Japan at the time was
a society of almost universal marriage. However, the proportion of never-married women in their 20s
has risen since the mid-1970s and, in particular, the proportion of never-married women in their late
20s exceeded 30% in the mid-1980s and reached 40% in 1990, increasing by another 10 percentage
points in the five years since 1985. The proportion has continued to rise and stood at 60% in 2005. In
addition, the proportion of never-married women in their 30s or older is also on the rise, albeit
somewhat later than the proportion of never-married women in their late 20s. Looking at the change
in marriage formation by comparing the proportion of married people by age group in 1975, 1990,
and 2005, Figure 5 shows that in 1975 married people accounted for 66% of the total population of
25-year-olds, but the proportion fell to 39% in 1990 and to 24% in 2005. Similarly, the proportion of
married 30-year-olds dropped from 88% in 1975 to 78% in 1990 and to 56% in 2005. Thus, it can be

seen that the married population declined considerably overall for people in their early 20s to late
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30s. In a society in which 98% of births are between married couples, such a major change in the

proportion of married people has led to a decline in the TFR.

[Figure 5 Age-specific proportion of married females (1975, 1990 and 2005).]

A look at the National Fertility Survey (cf. Kaneko et al. 2008) shows the change in the
reproductive behavior of Japanese married couples. For our purposes, the number of childbirths by
couples who have been married for 15-19 years is assumed to be the total number of children that
the couples will have and is called the ‘completed family size’. The number of children of married
couples was 2.19 in 1972 and, even 30 years later, stood at 2.23 in the 2002 survey, thus showing
stability (see Table 1). However, the number dropped to 2.09 in the 2005 survey, indicating a
downward trend for the first time. Couples who had been married for 15-19 years at the time of the
2005 survey were those who married between 1986 and 1990, and in most cases, the women in these
couples were born in the early 1960s. Thus, this result indicates a trend for couples married in the

late 1980s or later to have fewer children.

[Table 1 Distribution of number of births, by survey (Duration of marriage: 15-19 years).]

From a demographic perspective, it can be seen from the above that the declining fertility rate
since the mid-1970s is caused by (1) changes in marriage formation, whereby people tend to marry
later or not at all, changes that have had a significant negative impact on the fertility rate as the
proportion of married people (who account for most childbirths) has fallen considerably among
women in their early 20s and late 30s; and (2) changes in married couples’ reproductive behavior, as
fertility has trended downward for women who were born in the early 1960s, married in the late

1980s or later, and began to consider having families.

4.2, Socioeconomic factors behind the declining fertility rate

Socioeconomic changes lie behind the changes in marriage formation and married couples’
reproductive behavior, changes which have brought about the declining fertility rate. In the case of
the generation before these changes took place, there existed employment structures and various
social systems, structures and practices that were based on the values, norms and economic
structures of that generation (McDonald 2006). Notably, changes in the way people work have had a
significant impact on marriage and reproductive behavior.

Following the 1973 oil shock and subsequent economic crisis, Japan experienced an end to
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manufacturing-led economic growth and entered a period of low growth. At around the same time,
Japan went through a gradual change in industrial structure, whereby the economy went from one
centered on the secondary sector to one centered on the tertiary sector, and labor patterns changed
accordingly. Having overcome the recession of the mid-1980s, Japan’s economy has come to be led
by domestic demand. This led to the acceleration of a service-oriented economy and increased
women’s participation in the labor force.

Table 2 shows changes in the industrial structure and employed population since the beginning
of the period of rapid economic growth. In regards to the number of workers by industry in 1955,
when the fertility rate was stable, 41% worked in the primary sector, 23% in the secondary sector,
and 36% in the tertiary sector. In terms of gender, men and women made up a roughly equal
proportion in the primary sector, each accounting for approximately 20%. In contrast, the secondary
sector showed a male-dominant employment structure, with men accounting for 17.6% and women
for 5.8%. The tertiary sector showed a similar gender composition. Thus, a male-dominant
employment structure existed when the period of rapid economic growth began, with the exception
of the primary sector. Later, close to the end of the period of high economic growth in 1970, the
number of workers in the primary sector fell considerably and the proportion of workers in the
secondary and tertiary sectors grew, but the male-dominant employment structure remained

throughout the period of high economic growth.

[Table 2 Percentage of employed persons by major industry and sex]

The primary sector has declined significantly since 1975, and the number of people employed
in the secondary sector fell gradually as well, while the tertiary sector saw major growth. As of 2005,
the proportion of workers by sector was 4.8% in the primary sector and 26.1% in the secondary
sector—of which men accounted for 19.2%, women for 6.9%—thus showing a decline while
maintaining the male-dominant employment structure. In contrast, 67.2% of workers were employed
in the tertiary sector, of which men accounted for 35.0% and women 32.2%. The tertiary sector had
grown and there was a significant narrowing of the gender gap in the number of workers. The female
to male ratio among tertiary sector workers (the ratio for men being 100) rose significantly from
67% in 1970 to 92%.

Thus, while the male-dominant employment structure that existed during the period of stable
fertility rates played a part in producing a society with clear gender role divisions, the economic
globalization that has accelerated since the 1980s, as well as the development of a service-oriented
domestic economy, has led to an increase in employment opportunities for women in the tertiary

sector. However, at the same time, non-regular employment has increased.
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4. Changes in Demographic Attributes of Working Women

Figure 6 shows the demographic characteristics of working women in terms of the labor force
participation rate of women and marital status. Comparing the female labor force participation rate
by marital status in 1985 and 2005, the age curve seen in 1985, known as the M-shaped curve, had
changed considerably by 2005.

[Figure 6 Labor force participation rate by marital status and age groups for female.]

In 1985, the labor force participation rate for women in the 25-29 age group was 54.1%, but it
had risen nearly 18 percentage points to 71.6% by 2005, signifying the increased participation of
women in their late 20s in the labor force. When taking marital status into account, the percentage
for unmarried women nearly doubled to 50.8% from 27.0% in 1985. At the same time, the
percentage for married women dropped from 25.7% to 18.5%, showing a trend for women in the
labor force not to marry. This trend is also seen for women in their 30s and 40s, and the rise in the
female labor force is a result of the prolonged employment of unmarried women, which is closely
linked to the rise in the percentage of unmarried people in their late 20s and 30s.

Strong gender role divisions that existed during the period of high economic growth from the
1960s to the mid-1970s meant that women shifted directly from their parents’ household economies
to their husbands’ household economies upon marriage. As a result, marriage had an economic
rationality when seen from the standpoint of household economy.

According to the NIPSSR’s latest national fertility survey, 90% of single men and women wish
to marry. Despite this fact, it can be speculated that the trend not to marry has continued largely due
to an increasing diversity in women’s choices involving the timing of marriage, and whether to
marry at all. The very meaning of marriage has changed for a generation of women who started
working after graduating from university and earn their own income. Marriage has become a means
of self-realization achieved through romantic relationships.

Meanwhile, there is a clear delay in the reproductive behavior of married couples born in the
1960s or later, and the average number of children a woman bears in her lifetime is on a downtrend.
Married couples who were expecting to have children in the early 1990s later grew seriously
concerned about the outlook of Japanese society following the collapse of the bubble economy,
which is likely to have affected the process of family formation.

Difficult circumstances have continued in terms of balancing work and childrearing. Figure 7
shows the employment record of women by the year their first child was born. The most common
type of employment record for women whose first child was born between 1985 and 1989 was

maternity retirement, which stood at 35.7%, while those who were unemployed prior to becoming
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