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Educational Differences in Divorce in Japan

1. Introduction

Prominent theories of family change suggest that educational differences in marital dissolution
should become less pronounced as divorce becomes more prevalent. For example, classic theories of
modernization posit that marital dissolution is more common among the highly educated when its le-
gal, social, and economic costs are high, but becomes increasingly common at lower levels of educa-
tion as divorce becomes more widespread and normatively accepted, and thus more “affordable”
(Goode 1963, 1966, 1993). As the legal, social, and economic barriers to divorce wane, and financial
stress emerges as a primary reason for marital dissolution, the educational gradient may become
negative (Goode 1963). More recent theorization about the “second demographic transition” suggests
a similar pattern of change, with new family behaviors such as divorce emerging first among highly-
educated innovators before diffusing throughout the population (Lesthaghe and Surkyn 1988).

Empirical evidence is largely consistent with these theorized patterns of change. For example, a
recent comparative study by Harkonen and Dronkers (2006) found that educational differences in the
risk of divorce declined over time in 9 of 17 countries examined. Similarly, a meta-analysis conduct-
ed by Matysiak, Styrc, and Vignoli (2011) demonstrated that the positive educational gradient in di-
vorce has weakened over time. Importantly, both of these studies concluded that the relationship be-
tween educational attainment and divorce continues to be positive in countries where divorce is rela-
tively rare and its social and economic costs are presumably high (e.g., Italy, Spain) but not in coun-
tries where the prevalence of divorce is highest and its costs are presumably low (e.g., Sweden, Unit-
ed States). Recent research on the U.S. is also consistent with the posited emergence of a negative
educational gradient in divorce in settings where divorce is common and its costs are relatively low
(Martin 2006; Raley and Bumpass 2003).

In light of these theoretical expectations and empirical findings, fragmentary evidence of a strong
negative educational gradient in divorce in Japan presents an interesting theoretical puzzle. While it
is true that legal barriers to marital dissolution in Japan are minimal (Fuess 2004) and that rates of
marital dissolution have increased markedly since the 1970s (Raymo, Iwasawa, and Bumpass 2004),
it is also clear that the social and economic costs of divorce remain substantial. Divorce continues to
be socially stigmatized (Ono 2006) and its economic costs are severe, especially for women (Ezawa
and Fujiwara 2005). The rarity of joint custody arrangements and limited child support from non-
custodial fathers (Zhou 2008) also highlight the potential costs of divorce for children’s well-being.

In this context, evidence of a negative educational gradient in divorce (Katd 2005; Ono 2009), that
appears to have become more pronounced in recent years (Ono 2009; Raymo, Iwasawa, and Bumpass
2004), is theoretically unexpected. However, existing research does suggest several potential expla-
nations for this seemingly anomalous pattern. These explanations (discussed below) emphasize dis-
tinctive features of public policy, gender relations, and culture, thus making Japan a potentially rich
source of insights into the ways in which the predictions of standard theories of family change may
need to be modified to account for distinctive features of national context. Unfortunately, however,
such insights are difficult to extract from the relatively limited body of existing research on divorce in
Japan.

Most of what we know about educational differences in divorce in Japan (and change therein) is
based either on data from cross-sectional surveys that appear to seriously underrepresent divorce or
on census data that require major, untestable assumptions to produce estimates of trends in education-
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al differences (Raymo 2008). In this paper, we seek to address these limitations by using two new
sources of data on divorce. We first use data from a large nationally-representative survey conducted
in 2005 to document trends in educational differences in divorce. These trend analyses also facilitate
initial, indirect evaluation of hypotheses about mechanisms that may underlie relationships between
women’s educational attainment and divorce. We then use data on married women from an ongoing
panel survey to examine correlates of divorce in an effort to shed further light on posited explanations
for observed educational differences.

2. Background
2.1 Divorce trends in Japan

Japanese marriages are increasingly likely to end in divorce and it is clear that Japan should no
longer been viewed as a low-divorce society. Using vital statistics data, Raymo, Iwasawa, and
Bumpass (2004) showed that the proportion of marriages dissolving within ten years increased from
12% for marriages taking place in 1980 to 17% for marriages taking place in 1990. More striking,
their synthetic cohort estimates based on duration-specific dissolution rates for 2002 indicate that the
lifetime probability of divorce is approximately one-third. This is similar to the level observed in
many European countries (Andersson and Philipov 2001) and among college-educated women in the
U.S. (Raley and Bumpass 2003). It is also much higher than in the Southern European countries with
which Japan shares many other demographic similarities (Dalla Zuanna, Atoh, Castiglioni, and Koji-
ma 1998; Raymo, Mencarini, Iwasawa, and Moriizumi 2010). The increasing prevalence of divorce
in Japan is well documented (Beppu 2002, 2006; Ikenoue and Takahashi 1994; Ishikawa 2006;
Kaneko and Shiraishi 1998; Katd 2005), but information about the correlates of divorce and how they
may have changed over time is limited. ‘

2.2 Educational differences in divorce

Table 1 summarizes the existing evidence on educational differences in divorce in Japan. With the
exception of Ogawa and Ermisch (1994), these studies have all found higher education to be associat-
ed with a lower risk of divorce. Raymo and colleagues concluded that women in the lowest educa-
tional category (junior high school graduates) have a substantially higher risk of divorce than their
counterparts who completed high school (Raymo 2008; Raymo, Iwasawa, and Bumpass 2004). Oth-
ers who have examined the characteristics of couples find that husbands’ education (but not wives’) is
inversely related to the risk of divorce (Katd 2005; Ono 2009). Estimates of temporal change in the
relationship between education and marital dissolution suggest that the concentration of divorce at
lower levels of education is a relatively recent phenomenon (Ono 2009; Raymo 2008; Raymo,
Iwasawa, and Bumpass 2004).

Evidence of a negative educational gradient in divorce in a country like Japan, where the economic
and social costs of divorce remain high, is not consistent with the predictions of prominent theories of
family change and suggests that low-cost divorce is not a necessary condition for the emergence of a
negative educational gradient in certain contexts. The extreme economic costs of divorce for Japa-
nese women are evidenced by the fact that the proportion of single-mother families (the large majori-
ty of which are headed by divorced mothers) in poverty (54%) is higher in Japan than in any other
OECD country (OECD 2011). The high rate of poverty among single mothers reflects a combination
of low wages for the large majority of single mothers who are employed, limited social expenditures
on families in general, and limited public income support for single-mother families in particular
(Abe and Oishi 2005; Ezawa and Fujiwara 2005). Perhaps reflecting financial stress and the difficul-
ty of balancing work and parenthood, single mothers also appear to have worse health than their mar-
ried counterparts (Abe 2008). Furthermore, the social costs of divorce are relatively high. Social dis-
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approval of divorce in Japan has declined over time (Atoh 2001) but remains higher than in most oth-
er industrialized countries (Yodanis 2005). In this context, standard theories of family change sug-
gest that marital dissolution should be relatively more common among couples possessing the neces-
sary resources to offset the high social and economic costs of divorce and that reductions over time in
the positive educational gradient in divorce should be limited. The fragmentary empirical evidence
summarized above stands in contrast to these expectations.

2.3 Possible explanations

Existing research suggests several possible contextual modifications to standard theories of family
change that might account for a negative relationship between education and divorce in a setting such
as Japan where the costs of divorce remain high. For example, one recent study finds that the emer-
gence of a negative relationship between education and divorce is less likely in countries where social
expenditures are relatively high and posits that “welfare state generosity helps in stabilizing marriages
amongst those with less human capital and more economic-based marital strain” (Harkonen and
Dronkers 2006: 514). In Japan, public expenditures on families amounted to only 0.8% of GDP in
2007, one of the lowest values among OECD countries.! The combination of economic strain and
limited public support may play a particularly important role in destabilizing marriages at the lower
end of the Japanese educational spectrum, where the impact of the prolonged economic downturn of
the 1990s and 2000s has been most pronounced (Kosugi 2004). This focus on the interactive effects
of economic strain and limited public support for families suggests that the negative educational gra-
dient in divorce in Japan should become stronger among marriages occurring subsequent to the eco-
nomic downturn. It also suggests that the negative relationship between education and divorce at the
individual (or couple) level should be explained primarily by indicators of economic stress that are
more prevalent at lower levels of education (e.g., lower family income, husband’s marginal employ-
ment).

A second set of possible explanations focuses on the distinctive gender division of labor character-
izing Japanese marriages. The posited link between higher education and divorce in settings where
the economic costs of divorce for women are high (Goode 1963) is based on an assumption that
women’s educational attainment is positively associated with their earnings potential, access to re-
sources, and economic independence. This assumption is central to standard economic theories of
marital dissolution (e.g., Becker 1991) and is presumably valid in many countries. In the Japanese
context, however, the validity of this assumption is questionable given that a large proportion of
women (at all educational levels) exit the labor force at marriage or childbirth and that opportunities
for subsequent labor market reentry are largely limited to low-skill, low-pay, non-standard employ-
ment (Yu 2002). Because the employment of married women in Japan has been motivated primarily
by economic necessity (Ogawa and Ermisch 1994), highly-educated women (who tend to be married
to well-educated men with relatively high earnings) have actually had relatively low rates of labor
force participation (Choe, Bumpass, and Tsuya 2004; Waldfogel, Higuchi, and Abe 1999). Higher
employment rates (especially in full-time jobs that could provide a basis for economic independence)
and greater spousal similarity in earnings among women without a college education suggest that
economic independence might actually be inversely associated with educational attainment among
married women in Japan. In this context, highly-educated women’s relatively lower risk of divorce
may be explained by lower levels of full-time employment and more limited contributions to family
income. This same logic suggests that the negative educational gradient in divorce may be less pro-

! This figure comes from the OECD Social Expenditure (SOCX) database available at
http://www.oecd.org/document/9/0,3746,en_2649 34637_38141385_1_1_1_1,00.html.
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nounced among more recent marriage cohorts, reflecting a weakening of the negative relationship be-
tween women’s educational attainment and employment (Raymo and Lim 2011) as more highly-
educated women remain in the labor force and pursue jobs with opportunities for career advancement
(Nagase 2003).

The distinctive gender division of labor among Japanese couples may also contribute to an inverse
relationship between wives’ education and divorce by increasing the stress associated with balancing
work and family among women with lower levels of education. In contrast to the U.S., and many
other countries where husbands’ participation in domestic work has increased over time (Bianchi,
Robinson, and Milkie 2006), the gender division of household labor in Japan remains highly asym-
metric. Reflecting long work hours, lengthy commutes, and entrenched gender norms, husbands con-
tribute less than 10% of couples’ total housework time and about one-third of married men do no
housework at all (Tsuya, Bumpass, Choe, and Rindfuss 2005). Evidence that husbands’ housework is
positively associated with wives’ (and husbands’) educational attainment (Tsuya et al. 2005), com-
bined with relatively high employment rates among women at the lower end of the educational spec-
trum, suggests that stress associated with the “second shift” may contribute to an inverse relationship
between educational attainment and marital instability. Evidence of a negative educational gradient
in divorce may thus be explained by longer combined employment, commuting, and housework hours
among wives at the lower end of the educational distribution. In terms of trends, the weakening nega-
tive relationship between wives’ education and employment suggests that the negative educational
gradient in divorce should be less pronounced among more recent marriage cohorts.

A third possible explanation for the negative educational gradient in divorce emphasizes the role of
“face” and the cultural importance of family reputation. Japan has been described as a group-oriented
society (Nakane 1970) and a “shame” culture (Lebra 1976) in which identification with family is cen-
tral and the importance of family status and reputation is strong. In this context, divorce continues to
be stigmatized (Ono 2006) and the social costs of a “failed” marriage are potentially greater for fami-
lies at the higher end of the socioeconomic distribution. This hypothesis was put forth long ago by
Goode (1966) who argued that the social control exerted by kin and social networks over individuals
(and couples) in patriarchal societies is stronger at higher levels of socioeconomic status where dam-
age to reputation and social standing is more costly. Other scholars have made similar arguments
specific to Japan, reflecting an understanding that marriage is a “rigid social institution involving the
interests of and influences from the extended family and kinship” (Bumpass and Choe 2004: 20).

The influences of kin and social networks may contribute to a negative gradient in divorce either di-
rectly — by limiting the likelihood of divorce among the more highly educated, or indirectly — by re-
ducing the likelihood that well-educated women (and men) engage in non-normative family behaviors
associated with marital instability (e.g., early marriage, marriage in response to pregnancy, marriage
in which the wife is older or more highly educated than the husband). This focus on “face” is based
on an assumption that women’s educational attainment is a good proxy for family socioeconomic sta-
tus — an assumption for which there is abundant empirical support in Japan (e.g., Hara and Seiyama
2005). This cultural explanation suggests that the negative relationship between women’s education-
al attainment and divorce should decline over time (as intergenerational influences weaken) and that
the lower risk of divorce among the highly educated is explained (in part) by their parents’ higher so-
cioeconomic status and by their lower likelihood of engaging in other nonnormative family behaviors
associated with marital instability.

2.4 Limitations of existing research

These alternative explanations highlight the potential value of Japan as a source of insights into
contextual modification of hypotheses derived from standard theorization regarding relationships be-
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tween educational attainment and divorce (and change therein). Unfortunately, however, our confi-
dence in the evidence summarized in Table 1 is limited by the data and methods upon which it is
based. Of particular importance is the fact that the two surveys used in many of these studies sub-
stantially underrepresent divorce. Comparing the prevalence of divorce across marriage cohorts,
Raymo (2008) showed that the retrospective marital histories in the 2000-2003 Japan General Social
Surveys (JGSS) and the 2001 National Family Research of Japan (NFRJS01) survey produce esti-
mates of cumulative divorce probabilities that are far lower than those based on registration data in
the vital statistics. Indeed, the proportions of marriages ending in divorce (at various durations) in the
two sample surveys are less than half of the level estimated using vital statistics data (Raymo 2008).
Retrospective marital histories are known to understate divorce, especially at longer durations
(Bumpass and Raley 2007), but the degree of understatement in the Japanese surveys begs further ex-
planation. It would not be surprising if response rates among divorced women were low given the
high labor force participation rates and work-family stress among single mothers. Underreporting of
previous marital dissolution among those who did participate in the surveys is also plausible given the
lingering stigma associated with divorce.

Underrepresentation of divorce poses no problem for assessing educational differences in divorce
(and change therein) if non-response or underreporting is unrelated to educational attainment (and
marriage cohort). Unfortunately, there is no solid empirical basis for evaluating the extent of differ-
ential underreporting by education, and the fact that observed educational differences in divorce vary
substantially across the JGSS and NFRJS01 (Raymo 2008) is cause for concern.

Evidence of increasing educational differences based on these data (Ono 2009; Raymo 2008) is
subject to the same concerns. A relatively high likelihood of non-response or underreporting among
older, less-educated divorced women (or younger, better-educated divorcees) could produce spurious
evidence of an increasing negative educational gradient in divorce. Recognizing that divorce is sub-
stantially underreported in both the NFRJS01 and JGSS, Raymo, Iwasawa, and Bumpass (2004) used
education-specific marital status distributions of 35-39 year old women from published tabulations of
census data to indirectly evaluate trends in educational differentials. They found a large increase in
the relative likelihood of divorce among women in the lowest educational categories (less than high
school and high school graduates) but cautioned that their approach relied on potentially problematic,
but untestable, assumptions about educational differences in remarriage.

Another limitation of existing research is that no efforts have been made to identify the factors that
account for educational differences in the risk of divorce. Existing research has focused on describ-
ing educational differences (Raymo, Iwasawa, and Bumpass 2004), often net of other key correlates
of divorce (Ono 2009), or has presented results of descriptive multivariate models in which educa-
tional attainment is one of many covariates (Kato 2005; Ogawa and Ermisch 1994). Given these
limitations, it is safe to say that we know relatively little about the magnitude of educational differ-
ences in divorce, even less about change over time in educational differences, and almost nothing
about the factors that may contribute to educational differences in divorce. We use two new sources
of data to address these limitations.

3. Data and methods

To examine trends in educational differences, we use retrospective marital history data from the
13" Japanese National Fertility Survey (JNFS) conducted in 2005. To evaluate the various explana-
tions for educational differences in divorce posited above, we use data from the Japanese Panel Sur-
vey of Consumers (JPSC). Because both the INFS and JPSC are surveys of women, we are limited to
analyses of divorce based on data provided by currently and formerly married women.
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