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Dilemma the Japanese Male Workers faces for maintaining
income for family and taking time for family: the Japanese
Employment Rules of “Fast Track Course” and Social
Insurance Protection Rules that favors Breadwinner and
Dependent-Housewife Couples

NAGASE Nobuko*

Abstract

We still observe a strong gender division of labor within Japanese families, where men work long
hours, and wives are primarily responsible for domestic tasks. The paper points out that Japanese employment
work rules that ask employees at work entry to agree on company-initiated work placement, relocations, and
overtime work as prerequisites for faster expected promotions in long-term employment relations contributes
to gender-based division within household. Another social rule favoring the breadwinner model is Japan’s
Public Pension Reform of 1985, which created a full basic pension to the dependent spouse of salaried
employees, with premium payments borne by the employee group rather than households. This incentivizes
low-earning wives to adjust their work hours to earn below the tax and social security insurance-exempted
threshold of around 1 to 1.3 million yen a year, thereby resulting in the suppression of wages for part-time
workers.

A growing number of younger generations, however, aspire to maintain dual incomes while raising
children, or choose to remain childless and single. The government committee, Zensedaigata Shakai Hosho
(Committee on Social Protection for All Generations), has advised enhancing social protection for families
with children, setting targets for fathers’ use of childcare leave, and reducing social rules that lead to
significant work hour adjustments by wives to stay under income thresholds and avoid taxation and social
security contributions.

The paper proposes changes to social policies that currently favor breadwinner and low-earning
housewife couples. Pension insurance coverage should be expanded to include short work week workers in
employee pension plans. If there are no small children present, the pension premium exemption for dependent
housewives should be abolished, so they are covered by their own employee insurance. If not, the breadwinner
should contribute to the spouse’s coverage. Years out of the labor force due to child-rearing should also be
offset by awarding pension credits. Survivor pension should be reformed to introduce a new option: three-
fifths of the sum of the husband and wife’s second-tier pension, enabling the wife’s pension to enhance the
overall pension after the husband’s death. Simultaneously, social policies should move towards a system that
allows individuals to maintain employee status during child-rearing years, and thereby reducing periods of
absence from the labor force. The principle of equal pay for equal work will be more effective in addressing the
gender wage gap and augmenting part-time wages if we place lower emphasis on the possible range of
relocations and work placement in identifying the “same work” .
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Keywords : regular full-time employees, non-standard employees, gender division of labor, work hour
adjustment, social insurance protection for dependent housewives, survivor pension

* Ph.D. Professor, Ochanomizu University



