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TwoMajorFactorsbehindtheMarriageDeclineinJapan:
theDeteriorationinMacroeconomicPerformance
andtheDiffusionofIndividualismIdeology

AkihikoKATO

AlargenumberoffactorsbehindthemarriagedeclineinJapanhavebeencited.Asummaryof

thepastargumentsisthat“thereisacomplicatedmixtureoffactorsbehindthephenomenon.”

Buthugesocialforcesarerequiredtocontinuouslypushupthenever-marriedratefortheentire

society.Thismeansthattherearemajorandminorfactorsbehindthefallingmarriagerate.

Infact,aneventhistoryanalysisusingthedatafromNationalFamilyResearchofJapanfound

twomajorcauses.Oneistheexpansionofdisparitiesbetweensocialclassesaccompanyingthe

declineinJapan'smacroeconomicperformance.Economicgrowthcaneasethistrendthatcauses

disparitiesinmarriageopportunities.Theeasingeffecthasdeclinedwithaneconomicgrowth

slowdownsincethemid-1970s,revivingthepotentialimpactofsocialinequalitytodiscouragemen

fromgettingmarried.Asthemarriagerateformeninlowersocialclassesfalls,thepopulationsize

ofeconomicallymarriageablemenhasgraduallydecreased.Asqueezeofmarriagepartnersfor

womenemerged,leadingtoageneraldeclineinthemarriagerate.

Anotherfactorcausingthemarriagedeclineisthedecayofthecommunity-basedmarriage

system duetothediffusionofindividualism ideology.Thecommunity-basedmatch-making

system,includingmeetingsanddatesarrangedorsemi-arrangedbyfamilies,relatives,local

communities,andworkplaces,canstronglypromotemarriageforbothmenandwomen.The

modernnuclearfamily(lovemarriageandconjugalfamily)ideology,however,wasintroducedinto

Japaninthehigheconomicgrowthperiodandpublicizedasamoreradicalideologyofself-choice,

self-determination,andself-responsibilityinthe1990saftertheburstofeconomicbubbles,

replacingthecommunity-basedmarriagesystem.Forwomenfacedwithashortageofeconomi-

callycompetentmen,thedecayofthecommunity-basedmarriagesystemhasmeantafurther

increaseinthecostsanddifficultiesofsearchingformarriagepartners.Thisisthereasonthe

marriagerateforwomenfellquicklyinthe1990s.


