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Japanese women have made great strides in education. Today, young women
in Japan are more likely to have a university degree than young men: 59%
of women and 52% of men aged 25-34 years, compared with 23% and 32%,
respectively, for women and men aged 45-54. However, a clear gender bias
in the choice of study remains: around 60% of graduates in health and
education degrees were women, compared with only around 10% in computing
and engineering degrees. Young women are also more likely to attend shorter
university courses and/or less prestigious universities, and are less likely to

enter fast-track career streams in Japanese companies (“shokusei”).

Even for younger workers the gender pay gap is 15%, and it increases to around
40% for those over 40. Japanese women have great difficulty to rise to the top
and less than 5% of listed company board members in Japan are women, one of

the lowest proportions among OECD countries.

Difficulties with reconciling work and family commitments help explain the
relatively poor female labour market outcomes in Japan. Social policy
provides parental leave and childcare supports to help combine parenting and
employment when children are very young. But many Japanese women still
withdraw from the labour force upon childbirth and often cannot resume their
regular employment pattern: in the dual Japanese labour market, women often
end up in relatively lowly-paid non-regular employment. The tax/benefit system
provides financial incentives for dependent spouses to limit earnings and avoid
paying income tax. Also, Japanese men do little to help their spouses with
care commitments: they rarely take parental leave and the long working-hours
culture helps explain why, of all men in the OECD, Japanese men spend the

least time in unpaid housework (just 59 minutes per day).

Entrepreneurial activity among women is also low in Japan compared to most
OECD countries. In 2010, only 1% of women were a business owner with

employees (compared with 3.5% of men). Attitudes towards entrepreneurship



also play a key role: while almost half of Japanese men prefer self-employment

to a salary work, only 32% of women do.

Workplace practices make it difficult for Japanese men and women to reconcile
work and care commitments. As a result both fertility rates and proportions of
women in work and in management positions are low. If current labour force
participation rates for men and women remain the same as in 2011 (63% for
women and 84% for men), the labour force is projected to decline by more than
10% over the next 20 years. Japan needs to make more efficient use of everyone’s
skills in terms of education and economic participation to address the looming
labour shortages: greater gender equality is key to sustaining economic growth:
for example, gender parity in labour force participation is projected to increase

GDP in Japan by almost 20% over the next 20 years.

(4 : OECD (2012), Closing the Gender Gap ACT NOW; Japan, Country Notes,

http://www.oecd.org/gender/closingthegap.htm)
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