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To Make the Feminization of Poverty Visible and to
Solve the Poverty of Single-Parent Families in Japan:
Comparison of Policies for Single-Parent Households
between Japan and the United Kingdom

Misaki HOMMA

In 2015, the relative poverty rate among single-parent households in Japan
was 50.8%, which was much higher than that of households with children and
more than two adults (10.7 %), and that of single-parent households in OECD
countries (31.6% on average). However, more than 80% of single-parent
households in Japan are in employment, which is said to be the highest rate
among OECD countries. This thesis intended to reveal why the relative poverty
rate of single-parent households in Japan has remained significantly high
compared to other countries although their employment rate has been rather
high.

The high relative poverty rate among single-parent households in Japan
is caused by the households’ low average income. In Japan there exists a
contradiction regarding these households” earned income: although the
employment rate reaches over 80% and single parents work themselves to the
bone, they earn extremely little money. Considering this situation, I proposed
the following hypothesis: In Japan, managing to do both work and housework
at the same time continues to be difficult. In addition, female labor often takes
the form of unstable and low-paid part-time jobs. Given then that over 90% of
single-parent households are mother-child households, one can assume that it
is the precarity of female labor that contributes to the low income and high
relative poverty rate of single-parent households (hypothesis 1).

In addition to the low earned income, issues remain with regards to

policies aimed at single-parent households. For instance, social transfer in
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Japan does not fully contribute to the redistribution of wealth and only 24.3 of
single-parent households receive child support. This thesis proposed the
hypothesis that the failure of these policies can be attributed to the fact that
single-parent households” needs are not reflected by these policies
appropriately, which in turn is due to limited influence of non-governmental
organizations supporting single-parent households (hypothesis 2).

To test hypothesis 1, I researched Japan’s model of female labor and its
impact on Japanese women and single-parent households. As a result, I could
confirm that Japan’s model of female labor is based on traditional gender roles
and does result in poverty among single-parent households. Post-war Japan
has adopted a female labor model based on traditional gender roles, according
to which women should engage in housework while men work, and women
should be dependent on their providing husbands. Even today, women account
for 70% of low paid and unstable part-time jobs, and the pay gap between men
and women continues to be an issue. Japan’s social system —being based on
this kind of gender discrimination—on the one hand, produces gendered
poverty; that is, poverty among women, especially among part-time workers.
On the other hand, it makes female poverty difficult to see and address.
Moreover, single parents that have to do both work and housework, tend to
be excluded from full-time jobs under this system, making them even more
affected by the gender pay gap.

To test hypothesis 2, I examined the contributions of non-governmental
organizations that support single-parent households throughout essential
periods of political debates surrounding child-rearing allowance. The result
shows that hypothesis 2 was wrong. Non-governmental organizations
contributed to the establishment of child support systems, and successfully
lobbied against plans for reducing financial government support at least twice.
Thus, that single-parent households’ needs are not reflected in policies is not
the result of non-governmental organizations’ limited influence.

Also, as a comparative basis, this thesis looked at the situation of single-
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parent households in the United Kingdom (UK). Although the employment
rates of single-parent households are lower than in Japan, the relative poverty
rate among single-parent households in the UK is only 22.1%, which is less
than half of that in Japan. Child and family-related policies in the UK
emphasize children’s rights, and support for combining work and housework.
This is reflected in policies regarding child maintenance and policies aimed at
supporting comprehensive forms of child-rearing. Additionally, in the UK,
female workers are on a much more equal footing with male workers than in
Japan, and the influence of non-governmental organizations supporting single-
parent households, too, are reflected in public policies more often in the UK
than in Japan.

This comparative analysis has shown that social benefits and child
maintenance are key to lowering the relative poverty rates among single-parent
households. Moreover, I could confirm that Japan’s model of female labor
based on traditional gender roles is the reason for many of the issues regarding
public policies. To change the situation for single-parent families in Japan, thus,
it is crucial to expand policies, emphasize children’s rights, and to overcome

this country’s social structure based on gender discrimination.



