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3.5.3 Inheritances and Bequests
In the rest of this subsection we will examine the prevalence of inheritances and be-
quests and their contribution to asset accumulation among Japanese elderly. Inherit-
ances and bequests are surely one of the largest components of wealth formation. It 
is the major source of intergenerational wealth transmission in Japan. The SHARE 
book shows that most people receive bequests from parents and other relatives before 
they leave the labor market. SHARE also found that intergenerational transfers are 
potentially a major economic resource during retirement. In the European context, this 
fact often attracts concern among policymakers regarding expanding wealth inequality 
through intergenerational wealth mobility. The intergenerational wealth transmission 
may also affect the early retirement decision, especially for more productive individu-
als. While the latter is scarce in the case in Japan, the intergenerational transmission of 
wealth is closely related to the inequity issue and makes one of the most serious social 
problems in modern Japan. Thus, in-depth research on the intergenerational wealth 
transmission would provide relevant information for a variety of public policies re-
garding taxation and redistribution. 

While JSTAR is not the first to provide information on inheritances and bequests 
in Japan, such data has been very scarce and only partial examination was possible. 
However, JSTAR collects data on the amount of inheritance and bequests which a re-
spondent has already received and that which he expects in the future as well as those 
which he will leave. Together with a in-depth information on family structure and 
economic, social, and health status, JSTAR will enable us to explore determinants and 
consequences of inheritance and bequests in a way comparable with other developed 
countries including the SHARE countries. 

Figure 3-5-6c Proportion of those who gave monetary transfer to non-family persons in the 
past 12 months, by age, gender, and municipality
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JSTAR has in common with SHARE questions about inheritance and bequests, 
but the way of inquiry is slightly different. JSTAR asks a respondent whether he has 
received inheritance or bequests regardless of the amount and, if so, the total amount 
of receipt to date and from whom he received the bequest. Since JSTAR asked the total 
amount which a respondent has ever received, it does not ask regarding the timing of 
receipt. SHARE asked whether a respondent (or his/her spouse) ever received gifts 
or inheritance worth more than 5,000 euros in the form of money, goods, property, or 
large gifts at least once and, if so, how much they were at that time and when they were 
received. Both JSTAR and SHARE also asked a respondent whether he is expecting to 
receive inheritance or bequest in future.

3.5.4 Received Inheritance and Individual and Regional Variations
According to the SHARE book, one third of the respondents are reported to have re-
ceived gifts or inheritances often in the form of housing from parents, parents-in-law, 
as well as aunts and uncles. The book also emphasizes considerable differences in the 
prevalence and distribution of inheritances across SHARE countries. While the re-
spondents in JSTAR are under the same circumstances of common laws and taxes, we 
will observe substantial variations in inheritance and bequests across municipalities. 

Figure 3-5-7a shows the proportion of those who have ever received inheritances/
bequests by age, gender, and region. The overall prevalence of having received inherit-
ances is 30.6% for males and 20.8% for females. These numbers are relatively lower 
than those in SHARE where about one third of all households have ever received such 
a transfer. In Europe, Spain, the Netherlands, and Austria are the countries with the 
lowest prevalence (below 25%) and Japan’s prevalence is about the same as the low-
est in Europe. The distribution of transfer amounts shows that the medium was JPY5 
million .

Comparison across gender and municipality tells that the proportion is the larg-
est in Shirakawa for males and in Kanazawa for females. While the proportion for 
females is close to 20% in all municipalities, we see a larger disparity for males. The 
gap between the highest (Shirakawa 44.4%) and the lowest (Takikawa 24.7%) is close 
to 20%. In contrast, females in Shirakawa have the lowest proportion of ever having 
received inheritances (15.2%), and those in Kanazawa showed the highest (27.3%). 
This clearly suggests that gender difference in inheritance receipt is closely associ-
ated with the strength of the traditional family system that values male lineage and 
transmission of wealth to the eldest son. Figure 3-5-7b endorses such interpretation. 
Shirakawa males show the largest proportion of receiving inheritances from parents in 
any age strata. 
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Figure 3-5-7a Proportion of those who have ever received inheritance, by age, gender, and 
municipality

Figure 3-5-7b Proportion of those who have ever received inheritance, by age, gender, 
municipality, and source
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The SHARE book shows that one fifth of all households have received small 
inheritances (between 5,000 and 50,000 euros) which are predominant in Sweden and 
Denmark, and only 10% have received inheritances larger than 150,000 euros, which 
is predominant in Switzerland, Germany, and also Italy. The SHARE book discusses 
two possibilities to account for large cross-national differences in bequests. One is 
cross-national differences in gifts and inheritance taxes, which is irrelevant for the 
disparity across municipalities in Japan. When decomposing the shares based on the 
amount of inheritances and bequests, the share of those who have received less than 
JPY5 million does not vary substantially across gender or municipalities. The differ-
ence comes from the share of those who have received more than JPY5 million. The 
share of respondents having received more than JPY15 million is larger in Kanazawa 
and Sendai but smaller in Takikawa. 

Household wealth consists of accumulation of savings from earned income (life-
cycle wealth) and receiving gifts or bequests. This issue is particularly important in 
terms of intergenerational wealth transmission. While there is a large volume of em-
pirical evidence in the US, there is relatively scarce research in other countries (Davies 
& Shorrocks 2000). Examining the case of Japan might be attractive for researchers 
since Japan has one of the highest household savings and wealth accumulation among 
elderly households. As the SHARE book warns, however, we have to overcome some 
measurement issues because inheritances and gifts are likely to be underreported and 
the reported ratio of inherited to total wealth is probably just a lower bound.

3.5.5 Inheritance and Bequest Expectations
Finally, we examine expectations concerning future inheritances and bequests. While 
about 20% of the respondents in JSTAR has already received a large gift or inherit-
ance, younger respondents whose parents are still alive will expect to receive (fur-
ther) inheritances in the future. This may be especially the case for Japan where the 
prevalence of gifts and inheritances are lower than in European average. The lower 
prevalence might be explained partly by the longer life expectancy in Japan. In addi-
tion, many wealthy households expect to leave sizeable bequests to their heirs. This 
is particularly the case for Japanese elderly since wealth level for Japanese elderly is 
higher than international standards. 

JSTAR asks the respondents whether they expect to have a chance to receive any 
inheritances in the future. If there are multiple expected inheritances, a respondent is 
asked to answer about the largest one. While SHARE has the same question with lim-
its for bequests to the next ten years, JSTAR does not confine the time span. Among 
JSTAR respondents, 8.8% answer that they expect any inheritances in future, and three 
fourths of them are in their 50s. There was no gender difference. Those in Sendai and 
Kanazawa are more likely to have expected inheritances in future (about 12%). The 
likelihood of expected inheritance receipt in the future decreases over age. As is ex-
pected, the likelihood has a strong and significant interaction with living arrangements 
with parents. Among those with living parents, the female gender, lower education, 
and lower equivalent household income are independently and significantly associated 
with lower likelihood of expected inheritance receipt in the future, after adjusting for 
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age, municipality, and marital status. However, among those without living parents, 
the female gender is associated with higher likelihood of expected inheritances. Edu-
cation and household income are not significant in this case. Thus, the former case 
clearly suggests the transmission from parents to sons, and fixed social strata of wealth 
formation. The latter case seems to be more free from the traditional lineage family 
system, and may need further investigation.

3.5.6 Conclusions
• JSTAR provides detailed description of monetary transfers across generations 

that may help the policy and research on risk sharing among/across families.
• Those in their 50s are most likely to receive monetary transfer from outside of the 

household, and at the same time most likely to give transfer to outside the household. 
Thus, those in their 50s are most exposed to financial burdens of monetary transfer.  

• Those in rural areas are more likely to receive monetary transfer, and those in 
rural areas are more likely to give transfer, suggesting that higher living cost in rural 
life may shape the pattern of monetary transfer across families.

• Inheritance transfer is more likely to be reported among males and those in rural 
areas with a stronger family tradition. Among those with living parents, the expected 
inheritance in future may explain wealth formation stratified by socioeconomic sta-
tus.
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3.6 Quality of Employment and Well-Being

3.6.1 Introduction
Together with financial incentives and health status, quality of employment may be 
closely associated with the decision regarding labor participation, especially among 
older people. As seen in Chapter 4, Japan enjoys the highest labor force participation 
rate among the industrialized countries. In contrast, early retirement is a major policy 
challenge in many European countries and puts substantial pressure on social security 
and health policies (Brugiavini 2001). A natural question is whether the quality of em-
ployment is higher in Japan than in European countries and how the disparity, if any, 
accounts for the large difference in labor force participation rate between Japan and 
Europe.  

There are two channels of quality of employment that affect retirement decision: 
those that are direct and those that are indirect. The direct channel is that poor quality 
of work, high ergonomic exposure and physical work load, as well as mentally/cogni-
tively stressful working conditions, e.g. high work pressure, monotonous tasks, poor 
incentives, and elevated job instability encourage premature departure from working 
life (Mein et al. 2000). On the other hand, the indirect channel is that stressful working 
conditions contribute to poor health, which may result in premature retirement (Ostry 
et al. 2003; Schnall et al. 2000). In Europe, job stress was identified as a risk factor for 
myocardial infarction (Karasek et al. 1988; Chandola et al. 2008), depression (Wang 
et al. 2008), and other health outcomes among the working population. In Japan, job 
stress was also identified as a risk factor of depression (Tsutsumi et al. 2001a) and ab-
senteeism (Kondo et al. 2006).

There are two major theoretical models on work stress, and SHARE provided 
a good chance to examine those models on retirement decision in an internationally 
comparable way. The first one is the demand control model (Karasek et al. 1998; Ka-
rasek and Theorell 1990). This model identifies stressful work conditions by profiling 
work demand and decisional latitude. Work demand is measured as amount of work 
demanded, and the degree of ergonomic exposure and time pressure. Decisional lati-
tude refers to the degree with which a worker can exercise autonomous decision on 
the way the job is done. This model predicts that if job demand relatively exceeds job 
control, it makes a stressor in the working condition. The demand control ratio is used 
as a summary score to depict the degree of stressful conditions, and it is known to vary 
across job types and job hierarchy. For example, administrators are characterized with 
high demand and high control, and consequently have a low demand-control ratio, 
while blue collar workers tend to have high demand and low control, leading to a high 
demand-control ratio. The theory also predicts that social support that a worker enjoys 
from his peers and supervisors buffers the impact from stress.
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The second major model on job stress is the effort-reward imbalance model 
(Siegrist et al. 2004). Effort is a concept similar to job demand, and refers to the effort 
that a worker has to pay to finish an assigned task. Reward can be monetary (e.g. paid 
salary), or non-monetary (reputation, esteem, career prospects, opportunity for skill 
acquisition, and job security). The theory claims that an imbalance between efforts and 
rewards leads to stress-evoking conditions. Siegrist also argues that the third concept 
named “over-commitment,” or an individual worker’s property spent and low rewards 
received in return (money, esteem, career prospects, job security), adversely affects 
health. 

This subsection employs a measurement similar to that employed in the SHARE 
book and performs a comparative study on quality of work between Japan and Europe. 
In what follows, we explore the prevalence of poor quality of employment across re-
spondents’ demographic and socioeconomic status, including job status and type. We 
then examine the relationship between quality of employment and self-reported health 
conditions such as self-rated health and depression. 

3.6.2 Quality of Employment: Measurement
To measure health-related stressful work, a short battery of items derived from the 
Job Content Questionnaire (JCQ) measuring the demand-control model (Karasek and 
Theorell 1990) and from the Effort Reward Imbalance Questionnaire (ERIQ) meas-
uring the effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist et al. 2004) was included in both 
SHARE and JSTAR interviews in an almost comparable manner. Both JCQ and ERIQ 
have been translated and validated in Japan (Kawakami et al. 1996; Tsutsumi et al. 
2001b). The original version of JCQ contains 49 items which are categorized into 
three sub-domains: demand, control, and support. On the other hand, ERIQ contains 
46 items, which are also divided into three sub-domains: efforts, rewards, and over-
commitment. 

SHARE did not adopt a full scale JCQ and ERIQ questions presumably due to 
space limitation. Instead, SHARE selected items on the basis of factor loadings on 
respective original scales. Accordingly, SHARE includes 2 items for demand/efforts 
(physical demand and time pressure), 2 items for control (job discretion and skill op-
portunity), and 5 items for rewards (support, respect, monetary reward, job advance-
ment, and job security). In addition, 1 item asks regarding job satisfaction. In JSTAR, 
we adopted the same set of items for comparative purposes, except for skill opportu-
nity and job advancement. 
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The demand control ratio is obtained by the average score of job physical demand 
and time pressure divided by the score for job discretion. The effort reward ratio is 
computed by the average score of job physical demand and time pressure divided by 
the average score of support, respect, and monetary reward and job security. Follow-
ing SHARE, values of effort-reward ratio greater than 1.0 were defined as indicating 
an imbalance between high effort and low reward, whereas values equal to or lower 
than 1.0 were defined as indicating a balanced state, i.e. no stressful work conditions. 
SHARE defined “high quality of work” in terms of “high task control” by tertiles of 
sum of 2 items on job discretion and control. Since JSTAR only had a single item on 
job discretion, we re-categorized 4 response categories of the item to make a compa-
rable category of task control tertiles. In this JSTAR report, a response of “strongly 
agreed” and “agreed” indicates low quality of work (or low job discretion), “disa-
greed” as medium, and “strongly disagreed” as high quality of work. The data of this 
analysis are restricted to the respondents who are aged between 50 and 65 and still in 
regular employment or self-employed at the time of the interview.

The SHARE report categorized countries with more than 50% of all respond-
ents exhibiting effort-reward imbalance (>1.0) as a country with very poor quality of 
employment. In countries with a percentage of imbalance ranging from 30% to 40%, 
the country was considered to be of medium or fair quality of work. Those countries 
with the prevalence of imbalance below 30% were considered as that of high quality 
of work. Table 3-6-2a shows the distribution of effort-reward ratio by municipality. 
In JSTAR, the prevalence of those with effort reward ratio >1.0 ranged 20-28% in 5 
municipalities. Thus, if we follow the criterion of SHARE, Japan, like the Netherlands 
and Switzerland, should be categorized as a country with high quality of work. Table 
3-6-2a also shows the prevalence of low quality of work in terms of effort reward ratio 
>1.0 by demographics and educational attainment across cities. The share of low qual-
ity of work was significantly low in Takikawa, and the difference across municipalities 
still remains significant even after age, gender, educational attainment, and equivalent 
household income were adjusted for. 

Figure 3-6-2 shows the distribution of another dimension of job quality, task con-
trol, by municipality. Two things should be mentioned about this figure. Firstly, the 
share of “low quality of work,” or the lowest level of task control is about 40%, which 
is somewhat closer to the situation in Italy and Germany where a medium level of con-
trol was observed. Thus, in terms of task control, Japan is not categorized as a country 
with a high quality of work. Secondly, the share of lowest level of task control is the 
largest in Shirakawa and Takikawa, rural farming and forestry towns, and the smallest 
in Adachi, a metropolitan city. The share of the highest level of task control is higher 
in Adachi and Sendai, again both metropolitan cities, and the smallest in Takikawa. 
Since the difference across municipalities might be due to difference in demographic 
and socioeconomic status, Table 3-6-2b shows the prevalence of low quality of work 
stratified according to gender, age, educational attainment (less than compulsory edu-
cation or over), and employment status for each municipality. This difference across 
municipalities still remains even after adjusting for age, gender, educational attain-
ment, and equivalent household income.  



Japanese Study of Aging and Retirement

JSTAR first results  195

Figure 3-6-2   Distribution of task control, by municipality

Table 3-6-2a Prevalence (%) of “Low Quality of Work” in terms of Effort-Reward Ratio >1.0   
   
      
         Sendai      Kanazawa     Takikawa     Shirakawa     Adachi
N              380            471          190            340         363
Gender      
 Male            27.6           23.8          17.9           32.6        26.0 
 Female            24.1           19.1          23.1           20.4        23.9 
Age      
 54-59            28.5           22.6          22.6           28.7        23.4 
 60-65            19.8           19.4          15.2           27.7        28.8 
Educational attainment      
 Low            25.7           30.0          25.8           36.4        37.8 
 High            26.3           20.0          18.9           23.0        21.8 
Equivalent income      
 Low            32.0           23.1          20.8           33.3        31.0 
 High            19.8           18.6          15.5           24.4        21.9 
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With regard to effort-reward imbalance, low quality of work is significantly more 
prevalent among employees with low education and low equivalent household in-
come, which was similarly seen across municipalities. Males are more likely to be 
in low quality of work compared to females, which was unique compared to SHARE 
findings, where no consistent gender differences were observed. Although differences 
across age groups were not consistent in SHARE, JSTAR subjects showed that older 
respondents are less likely to face low quality in work conditions, which can be ex-
plained by the healthy worker effect among older workers who could continue to work 
at their ages. Adachi was the exception where older respondents show the larger share 
of low quality of work compared to younger respondents. 

When comparing these differences in quality of work with respect to task control, 
a different situation appears as the SHARE report also found. Lower education and 
lower household income are more drastically associated with low quality of employ-
ment, if compared to the effort-reward imbalance. Moreover, older respondents are 
more likely to engage in a low quality of work, which is contra to the healthy worker 
effect as we have seen in the case of effort-reward imbalance. Furthermore, the preva-
lence of low job control is significantly higher among females. These findings are quite 
similar with those in the SHARE report, and may imply an important cross-country 
lesson on the dimension of job quality and its relationship with a worker’s demo-
graphic/socioeconomic status.

Table 3-6-2b  Prevalence (U%) of “Low Quality of Work” in terms of Low Job Discretion   
   

      
     Sendai        Kanazawa        Takikawa          Shirakawa Adachi
N          383         485         192            342        369
Gender      
 Male       44.7        36.3        42.5           41.9       30.9 
 Female       31.4        39.9        50.6           57.5       35.2 
Age      
 54-59       41.8        35.6        44.4           45.7       32.0 
 60-65       34.4        43.9        48.5           53.0       34.5 
Educational attainment      
 Low       37.1        42.5        61.3           49.0       32.9 
 High       40.0        37.0        42.9           46.0       32.8 
Equivalent income      
 Low       38.1        42.3        44.4           55.7       33.9 
 High       39.7        35.1        44.7           39.1       32.7 
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3.6.3 Strong Association between Quality of Employment and 
Well-Being 
The third question concerns the frequency and strength of associations between qual-
ity of employment and well-being, as measured by level of self-rated health and men-
tal health status. As in Chapter 2 section 5, here again we rely on self-rated health 
measured in a single US version Likert scale, and dichotomize it into good health 
(very good or better) and poor health. Although SHARE adopted EURO-D for com-
parative purpose across European countries with different measure of depression, we 
used CES-D and dichotomize responses into “Yes” (CESD score >=16) and “No.” 

Tables 3-6-3 and 3-6-4 depict the distribution of “poor quality of work” by the 
strata of self-rated health and depressive status. As was seen in SHARE and previ-
ous empirical studies (Marmot & Siegrist 2004), JSTAR also found statistically a sig-
nificant difference in quality of work conditions according to self-related health and 
depression status. Even after adjustment for age, gender, educational attainment, and 
municipality, poor quality of work condition remains significantly related to poor self-
reported health status. Since this is a cross-sectional observation, however, we could 
not identify any causal relationship at this stage. As already discussed in Chapter 2, it 
may be due to health selection (poor health status leads to downward social mobility 
and higher likelihood of job with poor quality) or due to social selection (poor quality 
of job leads to poor health outcomes). Since both the quality of work and self-reported 
health status are strong predictors of retirement decisions, follow-up surveys and sub-
sequent panel data are indispensable to tackle how work conditions and health affect 
and are affected by each other, and how they lead to the likelihood of job participa-
tion. 

Table 3-6-4  Prevalence (%) of "low quality of work" in terms of low job discretion    
  
         Sendai    Kanazawa    Takikawa   Shirakawa    Adachi
Self-rated health      
 Bad            40.7           38.6           39.5            42.4          37.5 
 Good            39.5           37.3           50.0            49.6          28.9 
Depression (CESD>=16)      
 Yes            42.4           39.7           43.3             52.3          32.2 
 No            39.7           37.5           45.8             46.4          32.1 

Table 3-6-3  Prevalence (%) of "Low Quality of Work" in terms of Effort-Reward Ratio>1.0   
   

      
        Sendai  Kanazawa   Takikawa   Shirakawa    Adachi
Self-rated health      
 Bad            35.5           24.0           21.3            34.8          27.0 
 Good            20.0           19.5           19.1            25.2          23.5 
Depression (CESD>16)      
 Yes            41.4           25.4            20.7            33.3          32.8 
 No            22.7           20.5            18.8            27.3          23.2 
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3.6.4 Conclusions 
• Quality of employment in terms of (im)balance between perceived effort and 

reward was observed similarly in JSTAR as was seen in Northern European countries 
with “high quality of work.” Quality of employment in terms of task control, however, 
was as poor as that of medium-fair level countries. Our results may raise a question 
as to which measure expresses which aspects of job quality in cross-country compari-
son.

• Quality of employment is strongly associated with socio-economic status (edu-
cational degree) in JSTAR as was true in almost all SHARE participating countries. 

• Quality of employment is strongly associated with self-reported well-being, 
again as was also observed in all SHARE participating countries: lower quality of em-
ployment goes along with higher prevalence of poor self-rated health and depression. 
Since job environment and quality of work is a strong predictor of a worker’s health, 
longitudinal observation and further investigation are required to identify the impact of 
job conditions and health on job participation among Japanese and European elderly, 
a subject which deserves high policy priority in our aging society. 
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3.7 Quality of Life and Well-Being

Achieving a good quality of life in one’s later life stage is a societal ideal in our aging 
society. How to assess the quality of life, however, is not straightforward, since the 
construct of “quality of life” is apparently multi-faceted. Widely used “generic quality 
of life” measures, such as Medical Outcomes Study Short Form 36 (or SF36) actually 
measure physical and mental functioning. The WHO Quality of Life scale includes 
happiness and life satisfaction. Since determinants of happiness and satisfaction are 
broad and vague, the usefulness of the scales may be limited in policy planning and 
evaluation. 

The English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) includes a quality of life 
measure called CASP-19 (Hyde et al. 2003). The scale has been developed to assess 
4 constructs hypothesized to compose basic needs of human life: control, autonomy, 
self-realization, and pleasure. SHARE also adopted a derived scale CASP-12, which 
was a shortened version of CASP-19 based on a result of secondary factor analysis. 
The recent SHARE book reports that the score of CASP-12 is highly correlated with 
socioeconomic and health status across participating countries, and that the average 
score showed the North-South gradient across Europe. 

In the first wave of JSTAR, we chose to give up including CASP-19 because the 
scale needs rigorous cross-cultural adaptation and subsequent scale validation. The 
concept of autonomy and control is not self-evident across cultures. As Markus and 
Kitayama (2003) show in their studies on cross-cultural psychology, American and 
European people have a sense of self-focused agency, while East Asians including 
Japanese tend to perceive the sense of agency in the context of social relationship with 
surrounding others. Currently, an independent study on cross-cultural adaptation of 
CASP19 is to be conducted with a small sample of Japanese elderly other than JSTAR 
respondents. In this study, we also adopt an additional set of psychological well-being 
such as sense of coherence (Antonovsky 1987; Togari et al. 2007). In the second wave 
of JSTAR, these measurements will be newly administered to the JSTAR respondents, 
and the data will provide another unique opportunity of cross-cultural comparison in 
psychological well-being and life achievement in later life among Japan, the UK, and 
SHARE countries. 
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