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EDUCATION AND CHANGING LIFE CYCLE
EMPLOYMENT OF JAPANESE WOMEN
— A Cohort Analysis — -

Kazuko Tanaka

Along with the rapid shift of the Japanese economy out of agriculture
since the mid-1950s, job opportunities for women have expanded in
secondary and tertiary industries. Women have been increasingly drawn
into the paid sector including not only young single women, but also
middle-aged and older married women. ‘ :

The massive influx of married women into the paid sector has changed
the shape of the age specific profile of paid employment from a single to
a bi-modal peak. The 1965 profile showed a sharp peak at ages 20 to 24,
without a second peak, while the 1980 profile had a mild second peak at
ages 40 to 49, Although paid employment opportunities for middle-aged
and older women had increased substantially during a short period, both
1965 and 1980 profiles indicated a sharp drop in the participation rates
at ages 25 to 29, and a further drop at ages 30 to 34, even though the
participation rates at these ages were larger for the 1980 profile,

As paid employment became a dominant form of economic activity
for married women, conflict between their economic and familial roles
also increased. Since women historically have taken primary responsi-
bitity for household tasks and child care, they confront serious obstacles
in working outside the home while also being a wife and mother at home,
In studying women’s employment behavior, thus, it is important to
explicitly take into account the family life cycle as a crucial factor:

The major purpose of this study is to examine the changing life cycle-
‘employment behavior of Japanese women, especiaily focusing on the
relationship between education and women’s employment. Life cycle
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employment patterns are the trajectories of women'’s experiences in com-
bining family and work. Because of the rapid changes in social and
economic structures during the post-WWII period, younger and older
cohorts have faced different social and economic settings in their
life course. Thus, examination of chanping life cycle employment
patterns across cohorts provides us with a better understanding of how
women have responded to increasing job opportunities during their life
course.

In this examination, the focusis on the relationship between education
and Japanese women’s employment activity. Theoretically, education is
expected to have a positive effect on women’s propensity to work. The
higher the education, the greater the opportunity -cost of foregone
earnings, and thus the greater the shift to market work. (Becker, 19653,
1981; Bowen and Finegan, 1969; Cain, 1966; Mincer, 1962, 1985) This
positive effect of education has been empirically supported in the U.S.
and other Western industrialized countries, but not in Japan. (Hamilton,
1979; Hill, 1982, 1983; Nagano, H.,, 1980; Umetani, 1972) In order to
address this issue, it is necessary to understand the relationship between
education and changing life cycle employment in the framework of
life course theory,

Theoretical Considerations

In the framework of life course theory, an individual’s behavior is
considered to be the result of cumulative past experiences and socio- .
cultural and economic conditions. The dynamic nature and process of
an individual’s experiences and behavior are the focus of this theoretical
framework (Elder, 1974, 1978, 1981; Hareven, 1978; Hogan, 1981;
Lehrer and Nerlove, 1980; McLaughlin, 1982). The conceptual frame-
work of life course analysis is deeply rooted in the study of individual
histories and careers, and individual’s behavior is captured within the
changing historical context and studied in terms of the process of the
life course.

With regard to examination of women’s employment behavior, the



Life Cycle Employment 57

life course perspective provides the following framework: (1) considera-
tion of changing resources and opportunities available to women over
time, and (2) consideration of the importance of the life cycle stage as a
familial context in which women make decisions about employment
activity.

Rapid social change differentiates the availability of opportunities and
resources across birth cchorts, and successive birth cohorts experience
changes in opportunity structure and accessibility to resources at differ-
ent life stages. There are several important changes which create different
social, economic, and familial contexts influencing women’s approaches
to combining family responsibilities and paid employment. These in-
clude job opportunities and educational attainment, declines in fertility
and a shorter period of intensive child care responsibility, and increase in
cash demand for improving or maintaining a standard of living, and
changing normative pressure with regard to being a full-time housekeeper
or mother. Thus, it is necessary to understand the differences in life
experiences across birth cohorts, especially in a society which has ex-
perienced rapid social and economic transformation,

Within a cohort, individuals’ access to opportunities and resources
differ by their social positions. According to status attainment theory,
educational attainment is significantly determined by individuals’ familial
background, and serves as the most important single variable determin-
ing occupational attainment (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Hauser and
Featherman, 1977). Human capital theory argues that education is one
of the most important forms of investment for future market return. In
general, education appears to be the most important resource that in-
dividuals bring with them into adulthood in an industrial society. Educa-
tion is a tesource for both the marriage market and the labor market.
Highly educated women tend to marry men with higher education and
thus gain higher social and economic status through marriage. At the
same time, education is strongly related to earnings potential and career
opportunities in the labor market. Thus, women with different levels of
education are expected to have quite different life changes with respect
to family and worklife during their adulthood.
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In addition to changes in the larger social and economic structures,
it is important for the examination of women’s employment behavior
to take into account the changing familial context across the life course
(Lehrer and Nerlove, 1980; Waite, 1976, 1980). A “family life cycle” is
a series of separate stages bounded by important events in the life of a
family, Women’s employment behavior changes along with the family
life cycle, since they are primarily responsible for household tasks and
child care, and the workplace is separated from the home in an industrial-
ized society. The role of mother and that of worker conflict with each
other normatively and in the allocation of time (McLaughlin, 1982;
Sweet, 1982). Nomms pressure women to place the highest priority on
being 2 “good” mother., Even in the U.S. where employment rates of
mothers with preschool children has rapidly increased, their employment
is least accepted and their employment rates are still lower than those of
other working-age women (Blau, 1984; Oppenheimer, 1982).

In summary, examination of changing women’s employment behavior
within the framework of life course theory provides us with a better
understanding of how women have responded to increasing job opportu-
nities in the paid sector. Employment behavior is expected to differ
across life cycle stages as are life cycle employment patterns across
cohorts. Changing life cycle employment patterns between remote and
recent cohorts reflect changes in social, economic, and familial contexts.
Examination of these cohort differences informs us about the changing
directions of women’s employment behavior.

Education is one of the most important resources influencing life
chances with respect to family and worklife during adulthood. Thus,
life cycle employment patterns are expected to differ across educational
ievels. Examination of these differences provides us with a better under-
standing of the influence of education on women’s employment.

Education and Life Cycle Employment in Japan

In studying the relationship between education and life c¢ycle employ-
ment behavior of Japanese women, the following considerations are
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important: distinction between paid employment and other forms of
employment, and direct measurement of the family life cycle.

In Japan, a relatively large proportion of women work as family
workers and self-employed and home handicraft workers (home empl_oy-"
ment), especially among married women. Labor force par_ticipétion rates
include both paid and home employment rates. Distinction between paid
and home employment is important since the relationship between
education and employment is quite different in these two sectors. It is
strongly negative for home work, while it is positive {for :pajd work (see
Figure 1). Due to space limitations, this paper only discusses paid
employment.

With regard to the family life cycle, age is often used as its proxy.
However, the use of age as its proxy has significant problems. Timing
of transition to marriage, for example, differs by educational level.
Since highly educated women are more likely to stay single to a later
age and continue to work as paid employees, the positive relationship
between education and paid employment among younger women might
be largely ‘due to their ‘differential life cycle stages. The ape-specific
profile of American women has recently shown an inversed U-shape.
However, participation rates of mothers with preschool children are still
lower compared to those of women of working-age. In order to study
women’s life cycle employment behavior, direct measurement of the
family life cycle is crucial.

Data and Measurement of Variables

The data used for this study was obtained from an Occupationai
Mobility Survey in the Tokyo Metropolitan Area, which was sponsored
by the National Institute for Employment and Vocational Research. In
this survey, 1,800 selected women aged 20 to 59, residing within 50 kilo-
meters of the center of Tokyo, were interviewed in January, 1975, The
response rate was 78.1% (1,405 valid cases). o

Life cycle stages are conceptualized into five stages as follows:

Stage 1: the period before marriage after finishing school
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Stage 2: the period between mariiage and the birth of the first child

Stage 3: the period when preschool-age children are present

Stage 4: the period when the youngest child has reached school age

but at least one child stays at home as a dependent

Stage 5: the period when all children have reached 18 years old or

have become independent
Each stage of the life cycle is considered as a distinctive familial context
influencing women’s employment behavior,

With regard to the measurement of participation rates, I use the
percentage of years worked in each stage of the life cycle. Since women
with less education have been in the labor market for more years than
more'hig'hly. educated counterparts, years worked in itself cannot be used
as a measurement of participation,

Birth cohorts are measured by 5-year intervals which results in a total
of eight cohorts among this sample. Education is measured as a categor-
ical variable: compu_lsbry, high school education, and higher education.
2-year junior college and 4-year university are grouped together as
higher education since the number of women who have graduated from
4-year universities is small, especially for older cohorts.

Results

Table 1 shows the changing distribution of education across birth
cohorts,. which is quite similar to that of the total population. For the
1921-25 and 1916-1920 cohorts, women with only compulsory educa-
tion constitute the largest category, while for more recent cohorts, high
school graduates are the largest, The proportion of women with higher
education is less than 10% for the 1926-1930 and older cohorts, while
for the youngest 1951-1955 cohort, one out of three have received
higher education. - ,

Table 2 indjcates the proportion of each cohort which is single. As
the educational level rises, the proportion of single women increases,
especially among the cohorts younger than 30 in the survey year. The
average age at first marriage is shown in Table 3. Although women with
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higher education tend to delay marriage to alater age than less educated
women, the relationship between education and age at first marriage is
different for younger and older cohorts. This relationship is significantly
positive for younger cohorts, while for older cohorts, it is weak and
without statistical significance. 7

~ Since most women in the clder cohorts had already married by 1975,
this non-significant relationship will not change. However, for the
younger cohorts, the percentage of single women is significantly larger
among highly educated women. That is, the average age at marriage for
women with higher education is expected to increase as single women get
married in the future. Thus, the positive relationship between education
and age at first marriage will be even stronger. The rapidly rising educa-
tional level of women and the changing relationship between education
and the timing of transition to marriage may reflect changing employ-
ment opportunities during the post-WWI period.

Table 4 presents the percentage of years worked in the paid sector by
educational level and birth cohort. Paid employment opportunities have
increased substantially for younger cohorts. This is especially the case
for women with compulsory and high schocl education, and to a lesser
degree for women with higher education. Along with the expansion of
non-agricultural industries, opportunities to work as paid employees have
increased rapidly. During the early stage of the life course, younger
cohorts have experienced greater demands for their labor than older
cohorts did when they were young. Thus, even though the number of
middle-aged and older women in the paid sector has increased since the
mid-1960s, younger cohorts have had greater access to work in the paid
sector from the moment they finished school. .

This examination is expanded by incorporating the concept of the
family life cycle. Changing patterns of life cycle employment across
cohorts have been delineated for each educational level in Figure 2.
As expected, women’s employment has changed significantly across the
life course. Regardless of the level of education, a large proportion of
women withdraw from paid work at marriage and further at the first
birth.
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The life cycle patterns of paid employment have changed across
cohorts, but these changes vary by educational level, In general, women
with compulsory and high school education display similarities in these
cohort changes. On the other hand, women with higher education have
quite distinctive patterns which differ little across cohorts. That Is,
recent cohorts are more active in every stage than older cohorts, and
increases in activity are especially large in the stage of being single.
Changing patterns across cchorts are relatively similar for women with
compulsory and high school education, but the patterns for women with
higher education are quite distinctive. For both women with compulsory
education and those with high school education, younger cohorts are
much more active as paid employees than older cohorts in the stage of
being single. The rapid increase in participation rates from older to
younger cohorts is more substantial for women with only compulsory
education than high school graduates, since older cohorts of high school
graduates worked as paid employees in this stage more than women with
compulsory education. The rapid expansion of employment in the non-
agricultural sector during the post-WWII period has increasingly pulled
single women with compulsory and those with high school education
into the work force. Women with compulsory education are mainly
hired for jobs such as production process operatives, while high school
graduates are hired as clerical workers.

Interestingly, for highly educated women, there are slight increases in
participation rates in the single stage, but differences in participation
rates between younger and older cohorts are small. They have worked as
paid employees at 2 relatively consistent level across cohorts. The in-
crease in the proportion of women with higher education in younger
cohorts has no significant effect on their participation rates. In compari-
son to the participation rates among different educational levels across
cohorts in this stage, it is only for older cohorts that education Is posi-
tively correlated with paid work. For younger cohorts, the participation
rates of the less educated and high school graduates are rather higher
than those for highly educated women.

Participation rates decline after marriage and further decline after
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childbirth. For women with compulsory education and those with high
school education, withdrawal rates at marriage become greater for
younger cohorts, reflecting their increased participation in the stage of
being single, That is, the differences in the participation rates between
the single stage and the subsequent stage after marriage are larger for
younger cohorts, even though younger cohorts stay in the labor force
slightly longer than older cohorts after marriage,

‘The patterns of women with higher education appear to be different.
That is, younger cohorts quit work at marriage and withdraw from the
labor market more than older cohorts. Their participation after marriage
is lower than that of older cohorts. One reason might be the result of the
truncation effect. That is, since women with higher education tend to
delay the transition to marriage, married ones among their younger
cohorts are heavily represented by those who chose marriage at relatively
younger ages. It is expected that when a large number of single working
women eventually marry, participation of these younger cohorts might
become higher ard at least equal to that of older cohorts,

Significant employment differences between women with compulsory
education and those with high school education appear at the stage when
all children have reached school age. At this stage, younger cohorts of
women with compulsory education show a rapid increase in partici-
pation, while among women with high school education, employment
increases have remained minimal. This might be related to both demand
and supply side factors. The sharp decline in the supply of unskilled
youth labor has been caused by the increase in educational attainment
for younger cohorts. Thus, the demand for women with compulsory
education in this stage has increased. Since women with high school
education constitute the largest educational group, demand for them has
been met largely with newly graduated single women. From the supply
side, women with compulsory education are under greater economic
pressure along with the increase in living costs and educational expenses
for their children. Thus, women with compulsory education have been
increasingly pulled into the paid sector at this stage, while the increase
for women with high school education has been limited.
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Examination of women with higher education after this stage becomes
difficult, Although women with higher education are relatively large in
number among the younger cohorts, their number becomes small in the
stages after marriage, since a large proportion of them are still single. On
the other hand, for older cohorts, most of them have already married,
but the proportion of women who received higher education itself is very
small, Thus, interpretation should be cautious in these cases. However,
in general, it appears that highly educated women are more likely to stay
in paid employment after marriage than those with less education, but
are less likely to come back to work after quitting their jobs.

Summary and Discussion

- The major findings of this study are as follows. First, women have
responded to increasing job opportunities in the paid sector differently
across educational levels. Women in recent cohorts have greater access
to and a higher incidence of paid employment than women in older
cohorts. This cohort difference is especially strong among women with
compulsory and high school education, and is only slight for women with
higher education, '

Second, regardless of the level of education, a large proportion of
women withdraw from paid work at marriage and further so at first
birth, This pattern has become clearer for younger cohorts of women
with compulsory and those with high school education, since their
employment rates at the stage of being single have sharply increased.

It is important to note that a sharp withdrawal from paid employment
occurs at marriage rather than at childbirth. It appears that in addition
to motherhood, marriage itself operates as a factor inhibiting Japanese
women’s employment. Delay of the first marriage to older ages might
be partly related to this sharp drop in employment at marriage. For
Japanese women, marriage is more likely to be perceived as the beginning
of family formation with children,

Third, increases in paid employment for single women were observed
only for women with compulsory education and those with high school
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education. It is necessary to consider the relative population size of
these women. Because of the rapidly rising level of educational attain-
ment, the proportion of women with only compulsory education has
declined to a very low level, while the proportion with high school
education represents the largest group. Therefore it is women with high
school education who have contributed to push up the sharp peak of
employment profiles at ages 20 to 24. These young single women with
high school education have responded to the increase in clerical jobs
during the post-WWII period. ’

Fourth, the steady increase in the paid employment of middle-aged
and older women is largely due to the increase in participation among
women with compulsory education, especially in the stage with school
age children, As the relative number of young women with compulsory
education has sharply declined, middle-aged and older women with
less education have increasingly responded to continuous demands for
unskilled female labor. Consequently, the age distrubution of women
working in production operative jobs, mostly with compulsory educa-
tion, has shifted rapidly from vounger to older age groups.

Fifth, the life cycle employment patterns for women with higher
education are quite distinctive from those of other educational levels.
Their participation rates in the single stage have been high and changed
little across cohorts. It is a myth that job opportunities for women with
higher education in older cohorts were severely limited at the point of
entry into the Iabor market after finishing education. They were much
more actively working outside the home, not only in the stage of being
single but also after marriage compared to their less educated counter-
parts. The number of highly educated women was small in the past, and
these elite women were pulied into the “female-typed” professional
occupations, typically nurses and teachers, However, it appears that once
they left work, they were less likely to come back. The recent massive
influx of less educated, middle-aged and older women into the paid
sector has obscured the previous activities of highly educated women at

younger ages in cross-sectional descriptions.
In summary, these findings suggest that the relationship between
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education and life cycle employment is greatly conditioned by job
structures determining the demands for female labor. At the single
stage, education was positively related to paid employment for remote
cohorts. However, because of the rapid increase in job oppértum'ties
for women with compulsory and high school education, this positive
relationship disappeared for recent cohorts,

The rapid increase of married women in the paid sector has been a
phenomenal characteristic of women’s employment, but they are mainly
women with compulsory education and to a lesser degree women with
high school education, Women with higher education rarely come back
to paid work after their withdrawal from work. Job opportunities in the
paid sector have rapidly increased for women, but these jobs are mainly
unskilled or semi-skilled manual and clerical jobs not requiring higher
education. This study attempts to increase our understandings of the
relationship between education and Japanese women’s employment by
examining the life cycle employment pattems across cohorts. The
findings of this study are still limited, and replication of this study using
more recent data is necessary to understand the changing features of
women’s employment since 1975, The relationships among education,
work, and family are complicated and revealing, yet mostly untouched.
Further examination in this area is warranted in order to gain a deeper
understanding of the life cycle influence on women’s response to the
rapid ongoing transformation of Japan’s economy and society,
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Note

At the interview, women were asked about their work history and
family formation history. Retrospective data contain inherent
problems, however, First, because they rely on the individual’s
memory about the past experiences and events in the life course,
information about remote experiences tends to be less accurate.
Second, because of the selection process of suryvival, the past experi-
ences of people in -a sample are only for those who had survived np
to the time of the survey data. It is obvious that those who died
prior to the survey ‘data cannot be tlie subjects of the sampling pro-
cedure, Since survival chances are more likely to be distributed
systematically than randomly among the population, past experi-
ences based only on those who survived up to the survey date are
subject to bias to some degree, This distortion is greater for more
remote events and oldér cohorts than for recent events and youngér
cohorts. Therefore, inferences from the findings based on these
retrospective data need to be viewed with caution,

There are additional difficulties in the examination of life cycle paid
employment behavior. First, since the proportion of women with
higher education is quite small among older cohorts, their number

of cases is too small in this data set. Thus, the full comparison

across educational levels is limited for older cohorts. Second, the
younger cohorts are still in the earlier stages of their life cycle, In
particular, a large proportion of women with higher education in
these cohorts are still single, As a result, the married women in these
cohorts are not representative of the majority of their cohort. It is
important to keep this truncation bias in mind.
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