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Well-Being among Children and the Aged in Japan
Shigemi Koxo

This paper is based on the broader paper co-authored with Professor Samuel
Preston entitled “Trends in Well-being among Children and the Elderly in Japan”
submitted to the Sloan Conference on the Changing Well-being of the Aged and
Children in the United States held in Luxembourg, June 1987. Unless the Journal
of the Population Problems has the rigid regulation that the contributors to it
should be staff members of the Institute, the present writer should have had Pro-
fessor Sam Preston as co-author. Indeed, the main idea of this paper is Preston’s.
On the other hand, however, the present writer would like to mention that this
paper is not a translation of that paper and it is the author’s own account. It is a
brief message to Japanese audience on what is called the Preston effect and on the
application of his thinking to the Japanese scene. The main point of this paper is
to analyze the age-wise tables of monthly cash expenditures among Japanese
households and to show the present writer’s own interpretation.

The paper first discusses the recent trend of economic-demographic thinking
drifting towards that population growth is not so everwhelmingly negative factor
for economic advances as to swamp the impact of all other influences. In a similar
vein, it can be argued that the increasing proportion of a functional group of the
population is not so preponderantly menacing to its own well-being as to nullify the
impact of all other influences. As Preston pointed out in his famous Presdential
Address of PAA in Minneapolis in 1984, a conventional analysis of the 54 percent
increase in the number of the aged and 7 percent decrease in the number of children
between 1960 and 1980 in the United States would lead to the expectation that these
demographic changes world operate against the well-being of the elderly, and in
favor of children. Smaller numbers of children should allow the use of more educa-
tional resources per child ; and a substantial increase in the number of persons
over 65 should increase the strain on government pension schemes and subsidized
medical care. Preston argues to the contrary that the increase in the number of
the elderly has contributed to their improved well-being, while the decrease in the
number of children has served to worsen their relative position.

The present paper is an application of Preston’s theme to the situation of Japan
where culture and traditions are widely different from the European-descent cul-
tures.

Surprisingly, the Preston’s idea seems to be proved rubust for Japan where
culture and customs as well as social and political background are so much diverg-
ent. As shown in Tables 1 and 2 as well as in Figure 1, for past 10 years from 1975
to 1985, the expenditures of the households where the aged belong have increased
more rapidly than those of the households where children live. At the same time,
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there are clear difference in the expenditure trends by age which are especially
visible in the low income tabulation of Table 2. Between 1980 to 1985, declines n
the low income population were highly concentrated at age 60 and above. It is likely
that the exceptional reduction in the percentage of low-income group among the
older population between 1980 to 1985 is thought to be related to the expansion of
pension benefits.

Uufortunately, Japanese data on income have not been tabulated on a person
basis. To partially fill in this gap, original tabulations have been prepared of data
from the Social Survey conducted for Health and Welfare Administration, using the
tapes for 1975, 1980 and 1985. Household income is not available, but use has been
made of the data on monthly household expenditure as a proxy for income. The
Social Survey is self-weighted. The Survey interviewed 331,303 persons in 1975,
295,469 persons in 1980, and 283,854 persons in 1985.

Adjustments have been made of the expenditure data so that they are expressed
in 1985 prices. We have also adjusted for household size, using equivalence scales
developed for defining the poverty population in the United States.

In the similar vein as Preston did it before, changes in suicide rates, mortality
rates, patient rates, mental patient prevalence rates, youth’s height and weight as
well as teacher’s salary income in real terms were analyzed and discussed. Al-
though these indicators are important and show meaningful results to add another
aspect of robustness of Preston’s idea, there are a host of other intervening
variables in Japan which complicate and blur the direct relationships between the
offect of increase or decrease in population size and the well-being of children and
the elderly.
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