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Abstract

The dynamics of female labor supply is a pressing issue for Japan as it is facing rapidly aging
population. In this paper we use student survey data to examine stated preferences, and their potential
causes, towards women’s future work-life choices. We find that both women’s and men’s preferences
are related to their parents’ current employment status but via different channels and to differing
degrees. A female student’s preferences tend to follow her mother’s work status but not her father’s,
while a male student’s preferences tend to be affected by both his mother’s and his father’s work
status but in opposite directions. Thus, male students tend to expect their future wives to engage in
more market work if their mother currently works relatively more, but tend to prefer that their future
wives work less if their father currently works relatively more. We also find that the parents’
educational background has no significant effect on either male or female preferences.
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1. Introduction

Female labor market participation in Japan has lagged behind other OECD countries, if not in quantity
than certainly in quality. Vast fraction of those Japanese women who do work are employed in ‘non-
regular’ and part-time positions which offer limited social benefit coverage while often requiring
commitment and effort above and beyond the hourly rate. Economic empowerment of women was
heralded as the third pillar of “Abenomics” championed by the prime minister Abe from 2012.
Whether Japanese women will in time become more empowered indeed depends to a large degree on
the Japanese youth’s perceptions and expectations regarding women’s roles in society. Gaining more
understanding of young Japanese women’s and men’s preferences toward their own (for women) as
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well as their future partner’s (for men) desired life course could lead to meaningful insights and policy
proposals.

In this paper we attempt to shed light on these issues by uncovering a potential source of preference
for choosing a particular future life course by the Japanese youth. Using data from a large student
survey we examine how female students’ preferred own future life course as well as men’s preferred
life course for their future wives depend causally on the respondent’s parents’ current work situation.

We show that both women’s and men’s preferences are dependent on their parents current outside-of-
household workload but via different channels and to differing degrees. The mother’s market
workload positively correlates with both women’s and men’s preferences — if their mother is currently
working relatively longer hours, then female students plan to work more in the future and male
students want their future wives to work more — and the effect is especially strong for women. On the
other hand, the father’s market workload is uncorrelated with women’s preferences but significantly
and negatively correlated men’s preferences for their future wives’ market workload.

2. Data and Results

Our data comes from a student survey we regularly conduct (since 2016) at Kindai University among
undergraduates of Economics and Business Administration departments. The survey itself is quite
comprehensive and covers various academic and lifestyle topics such as subjective well-being,
satisfaction from university life, interests, family background, among many others. We implement the
survey with Google Forms. It takes an average of about 8 minutes to respond and the responses are
incentivized with a gift certificate lottery.

For the purposes of this paper we use mainly the responses data to a few questions as listed below.
(i) Female students’ preferences for future life course as it pertains to their outside-of-household
market workload.

(i) Male students’ preferences for their future wife/partner’s life course as it pertains to their outside-
of-household market workload.

(iii) Student’s parents’ current market employment format.

(iv) Student’s parents’ educational background.

(v) Student’s current part-time job dummy.

We started including all of the above questions since the fall semester 2020. We use data from the
spring 2021 semester as well, giving us a total of 1868 male and 1018 female respondents. The survey
questions (iii) and (iv) and all the responses thereto used for independent variables are described in
the appendix. The main survey question of interest — (i) and (ii) — along with all the available
responses, which will serve as our dependent variable, are described in Table 1. It is mirrored from
the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research “The Fifteenth Japanese National
Fertility Survey” (2016).

Table 1: The life course survey question

The Life Course Survey Question: “Desired Lifecourse Workload”
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2.1. Distribution of Responses

In Figure 1 below we report the distribution of responses to our main question of interest, for both
female and male respondents. The fractions above the bars in the figure represent proportions of
chosen options.
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Figure 1: Preferred life course

We note how remarkably close to each other the female and male proportions of every chosen
response option are. This observation makes the question of how those preferences are formed all the
more interesting.

2.2. Preferred Life Course and Parents’ Workload

It is conceivable that students might see both their mothers and fathers as role models for their own
(their future wife’s in case of male students) future careers. If that is indeed the case, a cause-and-
effect relationship exists between a parent’s current work situation and their child’s preferences for
their own future family and work. We thus first check how both parents’ current work situation
combined affects students’ preferences for future employment.

We observe that for female students only parents’ combined workload significantly affects future life
course preferences. The regression lines in Figure 2 presuppose a linear relationship between the
variables, which may not reflect the reality of the problem accurately. Results of ordinal logistic
regressions reported below confirm that the positive relationship observed in the figure is also
significant for male students, albeit the effect is smaller than for female students.

As reported in Table 2, the parents’ (combined) educational background has no significant effect on
either male or female preferences. We note, however, that female students who do work part-time are
significantly less likely to opt for a heavier workload path in the future, compared to those who do not
work part-time.
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Figure 2: Preferred life course and both parents’ combined workload

Table 2: Regression results on life course preferences vs parents’ combined workload

Female Male
Coef. Value S.E. t Coef. Value S.E. t
ryoshin_workload 0.30106 0.05584 5.3917 | ryoshin_workload 0.0945 0.04164 2.2694
ryoshin_gakureki -0.03812 0.04228 -0.9016 | ryoshin_gakureki 0.01166 0.0312 0.3736
baito -0.41665 0.14667 -2.8407 | baito -0.11741 0.10072 -1.1657
Residual DoF = 851 Residual DoF = 1539
Intercept Value S.E. t Intercept Value S.E. t
12 -0.3133 0.4669 -0.6711 | 12 -1.251 0.3549 -3.5247
2|3 1.5796 0.4715 3.3504 | 2|3 0.7136 0.3534 2.0192
34 3.7874 0.4871 7.7746 | 34 3.0134 0.3637 8.2844

Next, we break down the above into an individual parent’s influences over their daughter/son’s
preferences.

Desired lifecourse workload vs. father's/mother's current workload

chichi_workload haha_workload

4.0

sex

w
@

- Male
— Female

Desired lifecourse workload

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
Parent's current workload

Figure 3: Preferred life course and each parent’s workload



The regression lines in Figure 3, confirmed by ordinal logistic regression results in Table 3, point to
an evident asymmetry between the influence either parent exerts on their son/daughter’s preferences
regarding their future household work-life situation. The mother appears to be a role model for both
male and female respondents, though the effect is much stronger for female respondents. This is in
line with the results for parents’ combined workload reported above. The father’s employment status
and thus workload, on the other hand, appears to only affect male respondents’ preferences in the
direction opposite to the mother’s influence.

Table 3: Regression results on life course preferences vs each parent’s workload

Female Male
Coef. Value S.E. t Coef. Value S.E. t
chichi_workload 0.2007 0.21634 0.9278 | chichi_workload -0.4052 0.19527 -2.075
haha_workload 0.3308 0.05566 5.9435 | haha workload 0.1015 0.04138 2.453
Residual DoF = 893 Residual DoF = 1624
Intercept Value S.E. t Intercept Value S.E. t
12 -0.0944 0.8752 -0.1079 | 12 -3.1477 0.7864 | -4.0026
23 1.8207 0.8779 2.0739 | 23 -1.2424 0.7841 | -1.5844
3l4 3.9585 0.886 4.468 | 314 1.0687 0.7844 1.3624
3. Discussion

The dynamics of female labor force participation is a pressing issue in many countries that face aging
population and shrinking labor force base. When combined with long-established social horms and
traditional gender roles, it becomes particularly important. This is exactly the sort of dilemma Japan is
facing currently. On the one hand, women are encouraged to pursue full-time career paths and to
compete with men in the labor market. On the other though, traditional gender stereotypes are still
pervasive and undermine the ambitions and capabilities of Japanese women.

Our work adds to the empirical studies of Kawaguchi and Miyazaki (2009) and, more recently,
Rodriguez-Planas and Tanaka (2021). Kawaguchi and Miyazaki (2009) test a theoretical model by
Fernandez et al. (2004), in which men raised by full-time working mothers tend to have full-time
working wives, and using the Japanese General Social Surveys data find that while men raised by full-
time working mothers do not tend to have full-time working wives, they do tend to disagree with
statements regarding traditional gender roles. Rodriguez-Planas and Tanaka (2021), using the

National Family Research of Japan Survey data, focus on the effect of (non-) traditional gender roles
on Japanese women’s decisions to work. They report that as more women hold non-traditional gender
role beliefs, more Japanese women decide to work full-time.

In this paper we take a slightly different approach and attempt to gain insight into this problem by
directly asking the Japanese young about their preferences regarding the issue and try to figure out if
and how these preferences are shaped by the parents’ current work status. Both the father and the
mother can be considered to be role models in this regard for their sons and daughters. Our findings
suggest this is indeed the case. However, our findings also suggest that the influence parents exert on
their children’s future work-life preferences is not that clear-cut. A daughter’s preferences tend to
follow her mother’s work status but not her father’s, while a son’s preferences tend to be affected by
both his mother’s and his father’s work status but in opposite directions. Thus, male students tend to
expect their future wives to engage in relatively more market work if their mother currently works
relatively more, but tend to prefer that their future wives work relatively less if their father currently
works more. In future research we hope to extend our admittedly limited sample to a wider range of
respondent environments as well as to further investigate possible clues into the intricate landscape of
work-life preference formation.
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Appendix: Survey Questions

Respondent’s Parents’ Employment Status (“ryoshin_workload™)
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Respondent’s Parent’s Educational Background (“rhoshin_gakureki”)
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