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Abstract

Work and Family Choices of Higher Educated Japanese Women:
The Effects of Changing Labor Practices of Japanese Firms in the 90’s and 2000’s
Nobuko NAGASE and Rie MORIIZUMI

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the recent patterns of work and family choices
among university graduate women in Japan. The first half of the paper uses data from the
National Fertility Survey of 2005 by ISSPR, to show that there are still more than seventy
percent of women who are full-time housewives when their first child is one year old,
and that the percentage has stayed relatively the same for different cohorts, despite the
consecutive strengthening of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law and the Child Care
Leave Law in the 90’s and 2000’s. In most developed countries, the number of married
women with young children participating in the labor force has increased. The question
arises, why do many Japanese female university graduates quit working?

For the purposes of focusing on women in their early careers yet with solid work
experience, we created an in depth interview with seventeen university graduated women,
within the age group of 26 to 33 years old, in the Tokyo metropolitan area by using a
snow bowl sampling method. The interviews were conducted from 2006 to 2008.

We discovered that firm practices are the primary reason why women quit working.
The women who challenged the career ladder, which was formerly accessible only to
males, saw little time available for child bearing due to longer work hours and a high
number of requirements. For others, it was difficult to plan on establishing future careers
in their firms, since the female role model was rare. Other women were given traditional
clerical assistant jobs. They thought the clerical work was uninteresting which resulted in
them quitting their jobs early.

About half of those interviewed were employed by long term employment, which
was formerly only open for male university graduates. One fourth of the women were
employed in clerical assistant work, a traditional women’s work realm, and one fourth of
the women were employed in the public sector through examination placement.

Among those who worked for private enterprise, we found many women who said
it was not easy to balance work and family. Whether or not their firms have a family-
friendly culture was important for keeping employment status after childbirth. Apart from
working traits, factors that also affected whether a women quit their job was the mother
role, including whether women think it is better to stay at home when children were of a
young age. Their own mother’s attitude towards work also seemed to affect the daughter’s
attitude. Availability of familial support, mostly the support of grandparents, was also of
importance in caring for children and keeping employment. The majority of females had
little expectation towards their husbands’ role in child care.



