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Abstract

It is well documented that women’s lower levels of pensions are the result of both women’s disadvantages in the labour market and male-oriented pension systems.  Being often a main carer, many women compromise their position in the labour market in order to fulfill their care responsibilities.  In the case of Japan, the ideology of maternal care is combined, though weakening, with the ‘ie’ ideology, which encourages women to leave paid work to take up unpaid care work for their in-laws.  There also exists persistent gender discrimination in the labour market, suppressing women’s gains as wage earners.  These disadvantages in the labour market are reproduced or sometimes magnified through pension systems which are based on men’s working experiences.  

     To mitigate the resultant gender gap in pensions, many welfare states, including Japan, have constructed pension systems which are based on male-breadwinner/housewife model and treat women as dependants of their husband rather than as workers in their own right.  Nonetheless, the considerable increase in the female labour force in the last couple of decades as well as gender equality movements started putting this arrangement in question.  Consequently, the dominant gender model in the state pension systems started changing around the 1990s.  

     Using the conceptual framework of eligibility criteria to benefits elaborated in Sainsbury (1996), this paper examines the changes and continuities of the dominant gender model manifested in recent pension reforms in Japan, and considers their implications for women’s economic welfare in old age.  
