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Marriage and parenthood are major life events for many individuals. Marriage 

is linked with improved health partly through spousal influence on health-related 

behaviors including diet. Previous theoretical and qualitative research suggests a link 

between family transitions and meal patterns. Yet empirical research using a 

nationally representative sample to examine the association is scarce. And the issues 

of whether spousal influence on health-related behaviors can be extended to other 

types of romantic relationships, such as cohabitation, as well as whether the transition 

to parenthood is linked with changes in meal patterns, have not been adequately 

researched. Additionally, research examining whether the health benefits that 

marriage brings can be universally found for both genders across countries is limited. 



   

Family life events carry other consequences, too. Prior research also suggests that 

family life often has a negative impact on attitudes toward paid work, particularly for 

women. Past research, however, primarily relied on small sample interview data or 

cross-sectional data, leaving unclear how work attitudes change during adulthood. 

This dissertation examines the impact of different family life events such as 

marriage, cohabitation, and parenthood on changes in subjective well-being, health-

related behavior (meal patterns), and attitudes towards work by gender. I focus on 

adults in their prime work and family life stages in the U.S. and Japan. By using fixed 

effects models and panel data, I aimed to estimate the average effect of family life 

events within individuals over time. 

I found that entering a romantic union reduces meal skipping, but the type of 

union matters differently for men and women. I also found that the transition to 

parenthood discourages women’s regular meal patterns, suggesting family ties do not 

necessarily facilitate healthy behaviors. In the highly gendered social context of 

Japan, contrary to previous findings from Western industrialized countries, I found no 

evidence indicating that marriage is associated with self-rated health for women. 

Additionally, I found that the transition to parenthood is negatively linked with men’s 

self-rated health. In terms of work attitudes, even when controlling for various job 

characteristics, I found that both marriage and parenthood are negatively associated 

with enthusiasm toward work achievement, only for women in Japan. These findings 

highlight the importance of country context and reveal that entry into marriage 

triggers shifts in women’s work attitudes even before having children. 
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Introduction 
 

My dissertation examines the associations between family transitions and 

changes in health-related behaviors, subjective well-being, and attitudes toward work. 

I consider how these associations differ by gender using nationally representative 

samples from the United States and Japan. This dissertation focuses on two major 

family life events as key predictors for individuals: the formation of romantic unions 

(marriage/cohabitation) and the transition to parenthood. My dissertation addresses 

the following research questions: How are transition to marriage, cohabitation, and 

parenthood associated with changes in meal patterns, and how does the association 

differ by gender? How are marriage and parenthood related to subjective well-being 

by gender? How do attitudes toward work respond to changes in family 

responsibilities by gender? By using panel data and fixed-effects models that can 

adjust for the selectivity into different union/parental statuses, my dissertation more 

precisely estimates the effects of family life events on the outcomes than previous 

studies which used cross-sectional data. Furthermore, by analyzing differences in 

outcomes by gender, my dissertation highlights the gendered significance of life 

events among individuals in early to middle adulthood in the two industrialized 

nations. 

Chapter 1 of this dissertation assesses changes in individuals’ meal patterns—

specifically, meal skipping, which is associated with poorer overall dietary quality 

(Kerver et al. 2006; Timlin and Pereira 2007; Zeballos and Todd 2020), a higher risk 

of obesity and type 2 diabetes (Pereira et al. 2011), and lower daily energy intake 
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(Zeballos and Todd 2020). Although the results are inconsistent, the possible link 

between family transitions and eating patterns are suggested by theoretical and 

qualitative work. Yet empirical research using nationally representative samples to 

examine this association between family formation and individuals’ meal patterns is 

scarce. There are two competing theoretical perspectives on how romantic unions and 

parenthood are linked to changes in meal patterns: social control and time scarcity. 

The social control perspective posits that social ties, such as marriage and parenthood, 

can promote healthy behaviors and regulate unhealthy ones (Umberson 1987). Newly 

added family obligations may motivate individuals to routinize household activities 

by establishing patterns of regular family meals, which may lead to less frequent meal 

skipping. In contrast, the time-scarcity perspective posits that the time constraints 

created by various family obligations, particularly life with children, may come with 

new daily time pressures (Ruppanner, Perales, and Baxter 2019), which may lead to 

more frequent meal skipping. In fact, the perceived lack of time is the most important 

factor associated with meal skipping (see Pendergast et al. 2016 for a review). 

Chapter 2 examines the relationship between transitions into 

marriage/parenthood and the subjective well-being of men and women in the highly 

gendered social context of Japan. Previous studies have demonstrated that marriage is 

associated with improved mental and physical health (for a review, see Umberson and 

Thomeer 2020). At the same time, a large body of research has shown that there is a 

negative association between parenthood and well-being, but the effect is small (see 

Hansen 2012 for a review). However, research on the relationship between 

marriage/parenthood and well-being has focused on North American and European 
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countries. It remains unclear whether the findings are generalizable for both genders 

across countries. In social contexts where married men’s and women’s expected roles 

and behaviors are highly gendered, it is possible that the relationship between 

marriage/parenthood and well-being not only differs from the relationship in the 

West, but also differs between men and women. Research presented in this chapter 

has been published in the Journal of Family Issues (Hara 2022). 

Chapter 3 investigates how associations between family responsibilities and 

changes in attitudes toward work differ by gender. In this chapter, I use Japan as an 

illustrative case of a gender context where marriage and parenthood bring extremely 

gendered divisions of labor between spouses. Many women in Japan leave the labor 

market upon marriage or childbirth and re-enter it later when their children enter 

elementary or middle school, often as non-regular or contingent workers (Brinton 

2001; Yu 2002, 2005). Such highly gendered work trajectories also make Japan an 

ideal setting in which to assess the opportunity structures perspective. Previous 

research suggests women that, mainly upon childbearing, are more likely than men to 

make a larger adjustment in attitudes toward work. Specifically, for women, 

parenthood provokes a major shift in their work-related strategies and attitudes 

(Becker and Moen 1999; Blair-Loy 2001; Evertsson 2013; Maume 2006; Stone 

2007). At the same time, however, mothers may be channeled into less desirable jobs 

with less autonomy and fewer opportunities for career advancement. The shift in job 

conditions, rather than increased family responsibilities, may be mainly responsible 

for attenuating individuals’ enthusiastic attitudes toward work. This contrasting 

position is represented by scholars who argue that the effect of family on attitudes 
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toward work is best predicted by job characteristics instead of gender (Cassirer and 

Reskin 2000; Kanter 1976, 1993). The opportunity structures perspective posits that 

women appear to have less vigorous work attitudes than men because women are 

more likely to occupy jobs with limited advancement opportunities in the workplace 

and organizations. Past empirical research, however, has primarily relied on small 

sample interview data or cross-sectional data, so that it remains unclear how and 

which life events precipitate changes in work attitudes over individuals’ life course. 
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Chapter 1: How Does Family Formation Affect Health-related 

Behavior? The Case of Meal Skipping 
 

Introduction 

Research has demonstrated that marriage is associated with improved mental 

and physical health for both men and women (Ross, Mirowsky, and Goldsteen 1990; 

Waite and Gallagher 2000). Some studies have found that cohabitation also provides 

a level of health benefits similar to marriage (Amato 2015; Horwitz and White 1998; 

Musick and Bumpass 2006, 2012; Wu et al. 2003). Marriage and/or cohabitation 

leads to improved health through spousal control and monitoring and encouragement 

of self-regulation of health-related behaviors (Umberson 1987). Behavioral choices, 

including dietary factors, explain more than 40 percent of deaths in the United States 

and are the “single prominent domain of influence” on health of the population 

(McGinnis, Williams-Russo, and Knickman 2002:3). Research has highlighted the 

significant role of romantic partners in influencing each other’s health-related 

behaviors in many domains, including health risk behaviors, such as cigarette 

smoking and excess alcohol consumption (see review by Wood, Goesling, and 

Avellar 2007). Limited but some empirical studies based on non-nationally 

representative samples have suggested dietary improvement following remarriage for 

both men and women (Eng et al. 2005; Lee et al. 2005). Although results are 

inconsistent, previous research has also assessed the relationship between parenthood 

and health-related behaviors, such as alcohol consumption, cigarette smoking, or 

substance use (Torche and Rauf 2020; Wolfe 2009) as well as physical activity (Bell 

and Lee 2005; Brown, Heesch, and Miller 2009; Nomaguchi and Bianchi 2004). Yet, 
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there has been relatively little investigation of the association between family 

formation and meal patterns, such as meal skipping. 

Previous theoretical and qualitative research has suggested a possible link 

between family formation and meal patterns (Kemmer, Anderson, and Marshall 1998; 

Marshall and Anderson 2002; Umberson 1987). Entry into a romantic union and 

parenthood may help usher in regular meal patterns, owing to a sense of obligation to 

family members’ health and health behaviors (Umberson 1987, 1992), or even 

indirectly facilitate one’s own regular meal patterns as a result of an increased 

frequency of family meals (Davidson and Gauthier 2010; Musick and Meier 2012; 

Sharif et al. 2017). On the other hand, family formation, and particularly life with 

children, may come with new daily time pressures (Ruppanner et al. 2019), leading to 

less regular meal patterns. Ultimately, empirical research using nationally 

representative samples to examine this association, between family formation and 

individuals’ meal patterns, is scarce. Additionally, cohabitation has become more 

common among younger age cohorts (Bumpass and Lu 2000; U.S. Census Bureau 

2018), and previous studies have suggested differences between the consequences of 

marriage and cohabitation on physical activity, smoking, or alcohol consumption 

(Duncan, Wilkerson, and England 2006; Josefsson et al. 2018). Yet, comparatively 

less attention has been paid to the possible difference between marriage and 

cohabitation in other health-related behaviors, such as diet (see review by Werneck et 

al. 2020). A longitudinal study from Australia indicates that men who transitioned 

from being single to romantic unions (either marriage or cohabitation) become less 

likely to skip breakfast at the 5-year follow-up, while the link is not statistically 
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significant for women (Smith et al. 2017). Still, whether the transitions affect 

individuals’ overall meal patterns regardless of types of meals and whether 

cohabitation specifically leads to the same consequences for men and women remains 

unclear. Furthermore, while studies indicate that becoming a parent is associated with 

little changes in diet quality (Corder et al. 2020 for a review; Laroche et al. 2012; 

Smith et al. 2017), research examining the association between the transition to 

parenthood and meal patterns is currently limited. 

The main objective of the present study is to examine whether and how the 

transitions to marriage/cohabitation/parenthood are associated with changes in meal 

patterns and whether the association differs by gender. This study focuses on changes 

in individuals’ meal patterns, specifically, meal skipping, which is defined as “the 

omission or lack of consumption of one or more of the traditional main meals 

(breakfast, lunch or dinner) throughout the day” (Pendergast et al. 2016:1). This study 

pays attention to the gender difference in the links between family formation and 

meal patterns, as research indicates that union status and parenthood are associated 

differently with men’s and women’s health-related behaviors (e.g. Duncan et al. 

2006; Josefsson et al. 2018; Nomaguchi and Bianchi 2004). Skipping meals is now 

common in the United States, and most individuals no longer eat three meals a day 

(Anekwe and Zeballos 2019). Previous research suggests that not only what 

individuals eat but also how they eat, that is, their meal patterns, are likely to be 

linked with their well-being. For adults, frequent meal skipping, especially skipping 

breakfast, is associated with poorer overall dietary quality (Kerver et al. 2006; Timlin 

and Pereira 2007; Zeballos and Todd 2020) and with a higher risk of obesity and type 
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2 diabetes (Pereira et al. 2011). Skipping meals, particularly dinner, reduces daily 

energy intake (Zeballos and Todd 2020).  

Background 

Previous research suggests two competing theoretical perspectives, social 

control and time scarcity, on how romantic unions and parenthood are linked to 

changes in meal patterns. The two perspectives offer opposing explanations about 

how family formation relates to meal skipping. 

Social control 

The social control perspective posits that social ties, such as marriage and 

parenthood, can promote healthy behavior and regulate unhealthy one (Umberson 

1987). Social control occurs directly through external regulation and monitoring of 

health behaviors and occurs indirectly through the internalization of norms of family 

responsibility, resulting in individuals exerting control over their health behaviors 

(Umberson 1987, 1992). According to Umberson et al. (2010), marriage and 

parenthood “facilitate health habits because they tend to introduce regularity and 

routine (e.g., sharing scheduled meals) and foster a sense of responsibility and 

obligation (e.g., one must stay sober and healthy to take care of family members)” 

(2010:147). If so, the transitions to marriage and parenthood are likely to promote 

meal regularity so that individuals become less likely to skip meals. 

Spouses are the main sources of social control among various social ties, 

particularly for men (August and Sorkin 2010; Umberson 1992). An ethnographic 

study from United Kingdom suggests that once they are married, individuals’ meal 

patterns become more structured, regular, and formalized compared with pre-marital 
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or cohabitating stages (Kemmer et al. 1998). Similarly, another ethnographic study 

from Scotland found that recently married or cohabiting couples tend to eat more 

regularly than they did before marriage/cohabitation (Marshall and Anderson 2002).  

While relatively few studies have explored whether cohabitation is associated 

with meal skipping patterns, cohabiting relationships have characteristics similar to 

marriage, such as emotional and social support, sexual intimacy, and joint residence. 

Regardless of the types of romantic unions, the transition into either marriage or 

cohabitation might lead to more regular meal patterns to a similar extent. At the same 

time, cohabitators may not exert social control to the same degree as those who are 

married. Marriage is an institution where social norms define spouses’ roles both 

inside and outside the household (Gove 1972) and provides individuals a sense of 

meaning and obligations to others, which inhibits unhealthy and encourages healthy 

behaviors (Gove 1973; Umberson 1987; Waite 1995). Compared to married 

relationships, cohabiting relationships are less institutionalized, meaning they are 

supported by weaker social norms that govern partners’ behaviors (Nock 1995). 

Compared to married couples, cohabiters are: less committed to their relationships 

(Stanley, Whitton, and Markman 2004) particularly those without marriage plans 

(Wiik, Bernhardt, and Noack 2009), feel less morally obligated to remain together 

with their partner (Perelli-Harris and Bernardi 2015), and are more likely to reject the 

traditional marital roles and expectations (Clarkberg, Stolzenberg, and Waite 1995). 

Taken together, previous research has suggested that cohabitation may lead to 

investing in a relationship but without exerting as much influence over partners’ meal 

patterns, as compared to marriage. Moreover, weaker social norms governing 
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cohabitation suggest that cohabitating couples may be less likely than married 

couples to self-regulate or engage in and adhere to behaviors that promote their 

health. This leads to the hypothesis that entering a cohabiting relationship is linked to 

improvements in meal patterns, but not to the same extent as entering a marital 

relationship. 

Hypothesis 1a: The transition to cohabitation is negatively associated with meal 

skipping, in comparison with being a never-married non-cohabiter 

[unpartnered single hereafter], but to a smaller extent as marriage. 

Following social control theory, the transition to parenthood induces favorable 

dietary behavior change. Parents, particularly mothers, monitor and attempt to affect 

their children’s eating behaviors (Brenton 2017; Elliott and Bowen 2018; Wright, 

Maher, and Tanner 2015), and such efforts can indirectly bring health-related benefits 

to themselves. For instance, the presence of children promotes the shared 

consumption of food (Mestdag and Glorieux 2009), which can indirectly facilitate 

parents’ own regular meal patterns e.g. by preparing their own lunch alongside their 

children’s and eating breakfast or dinner with children (Aschemann-Witzel 2013; 

Sobal and Nelson 2003). A sense of responsibility as a parent is also expected to 

promote the parent’s health through engaging in healthy eating behaviors. Taken 

together, the previous findings point to the possibility that becoming a parent leads to 

a more regular pattern of eating. 

Hypothesis 2a: Having children at home is negatively associated with meal skipping 

compared to having no children. 
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As the number of children in a household increases, parents are more likely to 

share meal times with at least one of them (Mestdag and Glorieux 2009). Greater 

numbers of co-resident children can mean greater monitoring responsibilities over 

children’s eating behaviors. The larger responsibilities may further motivate parents 

to routinize household activities by e.g. establishing patterns of regular family meals 

and the daily act of packing a lunchbox, which may facilitate parents’ own regular 

meal patterns. 

Hypothesis 3a: The number of children at home is negatively associated with the 

frequency of meal skipping. 

For partnered mothers, the work of feeding a family is not merely an 

opportunity to provide sustenance, but is also a construction of family life through the 

act of bringing the family together and facilitating meal-time conversation (DeVault 

1987). In fact, partnered parents are more likely than unpartnered single parents to 

have family meals (Davidson and Gauthier 2010; Musick and Meier 2012; Sharif et 

al. 2017), although the distinction between cohabiting and married is unclear. If 

partnered mothers are more likely to prepare home-cooked meals for the entire 

family, not only themselves, partnered fathers can be expected to reap the benefits. 

Such attempts by partnered mothers to indirectly influence the health behaviors of all 

family members may promote regular meal taking among both partnered mothers and 

fathers. 

Hypothesis 4a: The negative effect of having any children at home on the frequency 

of meal skipping is greater for married/cohabiting parents than unpartnered 

parents. 
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Time Scarcity 

Some scholars highlight the time constraints to engage in some activities, 

specifically, exercise time, due to a spousal or parental role in health-promoting 

behavior (Brown et al., 2009; Nomaguchi and Bianchi 2004; Taniguchi and Shupe 

2014). Using longitudinal data from women in Australia, Brown et al. (2009) argued 

that reduced discretionary time due to increased caring responsibilities explains the 

negative association between marriage/parenthood and physical activity. Similarly, a 

study relying on cross-sectional data found that married individuals, particularly men, 

spent less time exercising compared to unmarried individuals (Nomaguchi and 

Bianchi 2004), highlighting the time demands of new spousal and parental roles. 

Unlike exercise, which requires a focused time commitment that often cannot 

be easily combined with family role obligations, eating appears to be more easily 

combined with housework and childcare. Yet, it is still possible that a perceived 

shortage of time derived from caring for a partner and children is linked to more 

frequent meal skipping, particularly for women. The perception of time scarcity is 

linked with a decline in food preparation and family meals, an increase in the quick 

and convenient diet, and low consumption of fruit and vegetables (Jabs and Devine 

2006; Venn and Strazdins 2017; Welch et al. 2009). In fact, the perceived lack of time 

is the most important factor associated with meal skipping (Pendergast et al. 2016 for 

a review). Hence, it is plausible that the feelings of time scarcity upon family 

formation can increase the frequencies of meal skipping. 

As more married men and women engage in both work and family domains, 

marriage brings the feeling of being squeezed for time for both genders (Jacobs and 
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Gerson 2004; Roxburgh 2006). The rise of dual-earner couples implies additional 

time commitments and a greater need to coordinate family schedules, which 

potentially leads to more frequent meal skipping. Ethnographic research indicates that 

many married couples either skip or eat breakfast separately during weekdays, have 

lunch at work, but eat dinner together regularly (Sobal, Bove, and Rauschenbach 

2002), which is considered to be the major occasion for interaction between couples 

(Marshall and Anderson 2002). Regardless of couples’ employment status, aiming to 

secure some time together (Flood and Genadek 2016), married individuals may end 

up skipping breakfast or lunch. I am not aware of any published studies that would 

examine the association between the transition to a cohabiting relationship (as 

opposed to the marital relationship) and feelings of time scarcity or perceptions of 

being rushed. However, given that cohabiters tend to lead a more independent 

lifestyle compared to married individuals (van Houdt and Poortman 2018; Kalmijn 

and Bernasco 2001), it is possible that cohabitation also promotes meal skipping to 

carve out time to spend time together, but to a smaller extent than marriage. 

Hypothesis 1b: The transition to marriage is positively associated with meal 

skipping, in comparison with being an unpartnered single, to a greater extent 

than cohabitation. 

Like the transition to marriage, entry to parenthood provides role obligations 

that increase subjective feelings of time pressure, particularly for mothers (van der 

Lippe, Jager, and Kops 2006; Nomaguchi, Milkie, and Bianchi 2005). Using 

longitudinal data, Ruppanner et al. (2019) found that even after controlling for paid 

and domestic work hours, mothers, more than fathers, are likely to experience time 
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pressure with the arrival of a child, and the gender gap in time pressure remains stable 

even as children age. To accommodate their paid and household labor demands, 

mothers adopt various time management strategies (Hessing 1994), and meal 

skipping could be one of them. For instance, mothers may sometimes skip lunch to 

finish work in time to pick up children from childcare facilities. Driving children to 

and from after-school activities may lead mothers to miss dinner a few times a week. 

Therefore, the transition to parenthood may lead to more frequent meal skipping 

compared to the pre-parent stage particularly for mothers. 

Hypothesis 2b: Having children is positively associated with meal skipping compared 

to having no children, particularly for women. 

Having multiple children at home generally requires greater amounts of child-

care time (Craig, Powell, and Smyth 2014; Sayer, Bianchi, and Robinson 2004), and 

as the number of children increases, parents’ time pressures also become greater 

(Ruppanner et al. 2019). It stands to reason that the greater the number of children, 

the harder and greater time it takes to coordinate children’s schedules, especially 

when locations and hours of child-care facilities, school, and after-school activities 

vary, leading parents to skip meals more frequently.  

Hypothesis 3b: The number of children at home is positively associated with the 

frequency of meal skipping. 

 Without support from a spouse or live-in partner, unpartnered single parents 

must fulfill all household and childcare responsibilities, and are linked with greater 

work-family conflict and higher caregiving strain than partnered parents (Avison, Ali, 

and Walters 2007; Nomaguchi 2012). The high levels of role overload experienced by 
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unpartnered parents can exacerbate time pressures and, consequently, more frequent 

meal skipping. 

Hypothesis 4b: The positive effect of having any children at home and the frequency 

of meal skipping is greater for unpartnered parents than married/cohabiting 

parents. 

Data and Methods 

Data 

This study relies on panel data from the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth 1997 (NLSY97) (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor 2020). 

The NLSY97 is an ongoing panel survey of a nationally representative sample of 

American youth born between 1980-84. The age cohort contains the so-called early 

Millennials who reached young adulthood in the early 21st century. The NLSY97 

consists of an initial sample of 8,984 men and women interviewed annually until 

2011 and then biannually from 2011 onward. The NLSY97 collects information on 

respondents’ relationship histories and various health-related measurements. I use 

data from Rounds 13, 14, 15, and 17 (2009-2015) collected between 2009 and 2016, 

as the questions assessing meal patterns were only asked in these rounds. 

Respondents were 24-36 years of age during the observation period, a time when 

cohabitation rates in the United States peaked (Manning 2020).  

Variables 

 The outcome is the frequency of meal skipping in the past seven days, which 

was assessed using the question, “In the past seven days, how many times did you 

skip a meal?” Respondents were asked to report their answers in actual numbers, 
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followed by a separate question asking them to report the unit for their previous 

response (times per day or times per week). Though there is no standardized 

measurement of meal skipping, the seven-day recall questionnaire has been used in 

some studies to assess meal skipping (Monzani et al. 2019; Pendergast et al. 2016). I 

convert the measurement unit to be frequencies of meal skipping per week and top-

code the frequencies at 21 to account for unreasonably high numbers. 0.17 percent of 

responses were top-coded. 

The key independent variables are union status and parental status at the time 

of each interview. Union status is classified into four categories: never-married non-

cohabiting (unpartnered single), never married-cohabiting (cohabiting hereafter), 

married, and previously married (legally separated, divorced, or widowed), with 

unpartnered single as a reference group. Parental status is indicated by whether or not 

respondents have any biological, adopted, step, or foster children in the household at 

the time of the interview. To assess the possibility that the frequency of meal skipping 

increases as the number of children at home increases, the number of children in the 

household is assessed as a continuous measure instead of a binary measure. 

For control variables, I use time-varying demographic characteristics, 

including weekly work hours, age, educational attainment (less than high school, high 

school, some college, college and higher), number of people in the respondents’ 

household, the natural logarithm of gross family income in the previous year, and 

respondents’ height-adjusted body mass index (BMI). Age, education, financial 

resources, and BMI were identified as factors associated with meal skipping 

(Pendergast et al. 2016). Previous research has also found that household size is 
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positively associated with eating practices (Mestdag and Glorieux 2009; Yates and 

Warde 2017). Respondents’ weekly work hours are included in the models based on 

previous research indicating that working long hours is associated with feelings of 

time pressure (Mattingly and Sayer 2006; Van der Lippe, Van Breeschoten, and Van 

Hek 2018). Regarding weekly work hours, 0 (hours) was assigned to respondents who 

were out of the labor force at the time of each round of interviews. Respondents in 

active military service at the time of each round of interviews were excluded from the 

analyses because information on total weekly work hours was not available. I impute 

missing family income using the closest family income record of each respondent in 

the past three years, following prior research using longitudinal income data of 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (Cheng, 2014). I calculate respondents’ 

BMI based on respondents’ self-reported height and weight. 

Fewer than 4% of cases are missing for the variables included in the analyses. 

I adopt a listwise deletion procedure to handle the missing data. For this study, I limit 

my sample to individuals who responded to at least two rounds of the survey with 

non-missing values on both the dependent and independent variables, as required by 

fixed-effects models. For analytical purposes, I convert the data to person–year 

format. The final sample size is 12,489 person–year observations from 3,535 male 

respondents and 12,778 person–year observations from 3,551 female respondents. To 

adjust for the complex survey design and data from multiple years, I apply NLSY97-

provided custom weights in all data analyses. The weighted descriptive statistics for 

the analytical samples are shown in Table 1. On average, respondents skipped 2.7 

meals in the previous week. 
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[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Analysis strategy 

I use individual-level fixed-effects models to control for pre-existing stable 

individual differences (Allison 2009), focusing on marriage/cohabitation/parenthood 

and changes in meal patterns. Potential selection bias arises when individuals with 

certain unobserved characteristics self-select into marriage, cohabitation, or 

parenthood. In addition, the measured outcomes are self-reported dietary behaviors 

potentially susceptible to social desirability and social approval bias (Hebert et al. 

1997). Employing a fixed-effects model can minimize such potential biases, as the 

model assesses how meal patterns change within the same individual over time. I 

should note that the effects of time-invariant variables, such as race/ethnicity, cannot 

be estimated as such variables automatically drop out of the model. Based on 

previous research highlighting gender differences in the relationship between family 

transitions and health-related behaviors (e.g. Duncan et al. 2006; Josefsson et al. 

2018; Nomaguchi and Bianchi 2004), I additionally test the association separately for 

each group. 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

Results 

The results of a series of fixed-effects models are presented in Table 2. The 

results for all respondents in Model 1 show that the transitions to marriage and 

cohabitation are both negatively associated with meal skipping. A statistical test 

indicated that the size of the coefficient for marriage is not statistically different from 

cohabitation. Therefore, Hypothesis 1a predicting that compared to being an 
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unpartnered single, the transition to cohabitation is negatively associated with meal 

skipping, but to a smaller extent than for marriage, is partially supported. On the 

contrary, Hypothesis 1b, which predicted a positive association, is not supported. The 

results suggest that the transition to cohabitation and marriage both lead to less 

frequent meal skipping, and no evidence is present to indicate a difference in the size 

of the effects.  

At the same time, the results of Model 2 by gender suggest that type of 

romantic union matters differently for men and women. Specifically, for men, the 

coefficient for marriage is statistically different from being an unpartnered single. The 

results also indicate a marginally significant difference between the transition to 

cohabitation and being an unpartnered single. A statistical test indicated that the size 

of the coefficient for marriage is marginally larger than that for cohabitation (p< 0.1). 

Conversely, for women, the coefficient for cohabitation is statistically different from 

the coefficient for being an unpartnered single, but the results do not indicate a 

statistically significant difference between marriage and being an unpartnered single. 

In other words, the results demonstrate that for men, the transition to marriage (and 

also cohabitation, to a lesser extent) reduces meal skipping, whereas, for women, the 

transition to cohabitation reduces meal skipping. 

Concerning parenthood, the results of Model 2 indicate that for women, the 

presence of children at home is negatively associated with meal skipping. This 

suggests that having children at home leads to more frequent meal skipping for 

women. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a predicting that having children is negatively 

associated with meal skipping, in comparison with having no children, is not 
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supported for both genders. However, Hypothesis 2b predicting the association in the 

opposite direction is supported only for women. Figures 1 and 2 are graphical 

representations of the results of the key independent variables of Model 2 in Table 2 

for both genders. 

[FIGURE 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE] 

To examine whether and how the number of children at home is associated 

with fathers’ and mothers’ meal patterns, I include a continuous measure of the 

number of children in the household in Model 3. To avoid multicollinearity, the 

variable measuring respondents’ household size is removed from Model 3. The 

results show that an increase in the number of children is positively associated with 

meal skipping only for women, providing evidence for Hypothesis 3b for women. 

Specifically, the results for women indicate that on average, for every child increase 

in the household, meal skipping in a week increases .28 times, holding all other 

variables constant. The results for both genders do not provide evidence for 

Hypothesis 3a, which had predicted an association in the opposite direction.  

To further examine whether the positive association between having any 

children for women and meal skipping differ by union status, in Model 4, I add the 

interactions between union status and parental status. Because the results do not 

provide evidence indicating that the presence or the number of children at home is 

associated with the frequency of meal skipping for men, I only tested the interactions 

for women. I find a positive and statistically significant interaction between being 

married and having children, indicating that having children has a greater effect on 

meal skipping when women are married instead of being unpartnered single. 
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Specifically, the average effect of having any residential children on meal skipping is 

higher by .50 than the average effect of having any children when being married 

instead of unpartnered single, holding all other variables constant. The other 

combinations of union and parental status are not statistically significant, indicating 

that the positive effect of having children on meal skipping does not vary by whether 

women have a cohabiting partner. Social control theory-driven Hypothesis 4a, 

predicting that the negative effect of having any children at home on the frequency of 

meal skipping is greater for married/cohabiting parents than unpartnered parents, is 

not supported. Also, time scarcity theory-driven Hypothesis 4b, predicting that the 

positive effect of having children on meal skipping is greater for unpartnered parents 

than married/cohabiting parents, is not supported. The results indicate that the 

positive effect is instead greater for married parents compared with unpartnered 

parents. 

Discussion 

This study shows that forming a romantic union (either marriage or 

cohabitation) is linked to less frequent meal skipping. The findings for romantic 

unions do not support the hypothesis derived from the time-scarcity theoretical 

perspective, positing that the time constraints due to newly added obligations as a 

spouse or a cohabiting partner may lead to more frequent meal skipping. Rather, the 

findings are consistent with the social control theory, highlighting spousal control and 

monitoring and encouragement of self-regulation of health-related behaviors 

(Umberson 1987, 1992). 
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This study also demonstrates that different types of romantic unions have 

different implications for men and women. Possibly because women tend to link 

cohabitation more strongly to marriage than men (Huang et al. 2011; Reneflot 2006), 

women may start to eat more regularly when entering cohabitation than in their pre-

cohabitation stage. Having meals together with a cohabiting partner may encourage 

women to develop more regular meal patterns, although many of them may not 

attempt to influence their partner’s meal patterns. As cohabiting men are less willing 

to yield to normative pressure towards marriage (Reneflot 2006), many cohabiting 

women may refrain from such an attempt in fear of incurring negative reactions 

(Rook et al. 2011) and undermining their partners’ sense of autonomy. Once married, 

a spouse may fulfill certain expectations by adopting healthy behaviors (Gove 1973; 

Umberson 1987). Facing marital role obligations, men may start to engage in healthy 

eating behaviors themselves as well as expect and become more willing to accept 

greater involvement from their spouses. Specifically, upon marriage, men may be 

encouraged to adopt healthy meal patterns indirectly through their spouse preparing 

meals and directly through their spouse reminding them not to skip meals.  

Contrary to the predictions of social control theory and some previous 

empirical findings (Aschemann-Witzel 2013; Smith et al. 2017; Umberson 1987), the 

present study results do not provide evidence that the presence of children at home 

discourages meal skipping. The results instead suggest that having residential 

children promotes meal skipping only for women. The results for women are in line 

with the theoretical perspective focusing on the feelings of time scarcity due to 

parental obligations. Feelings of time scarcity due to heavy household and childcare 
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responsibilities as a mother can better explain more frequent meal skipping than their 

non-parental stage. The positive association between the number of children and 

frequency of meal skipping parallels the previous findings suggesting that 

experiences of time pressure become greater as the number of children increases 

(Ruppanner et al. 2019). Facing time pressure, mothers, but not fathers, sometimes 

sacrifice their health habits for their children’s well-being or child-related activities, 

potentially playing a role in gendered patterns of meal skipping. 

The lack of statistically significant differences in the effects of having any 

children between women with and without a cohabiting partner suggests that the 

presence of a cohabitating partner hardly matters for mothers’ meal patterns. 

Furthermore, the greater effect of having any children on being married rather than 

unpartnered single for women suggests that the combination of spousal and maternal 

roles leads to more frequent meal skipping. The increase of actual time demands and 

feelings of time scarcity as a wife and a mother may have particularly detrimental 

consequences on women’s meal patterns. Stronger adherence to intensive mothering 

ideology, which posits that mothers are primarily responsible for children’s well-

being (Christopher 2012), may lead to greater time pressure experienced by married 

mothers, and as a consequence, leaving less time to have meals for themselves, as 

compared to unpartnered mothers. To summarize, the transition to parenthood does 

not necessarily encourage regularity and routinization of mothers’ overall meal 

patterns. Even though women have a steady partner, the negative effects of perceived 

time scarcity due to parental obligations may cancel out and even overrun the positive 

effects obtained from the partner’s encouragement of healthy meal patterns and 
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internalization of norms as a spouse or cohabiting partner. Meal skipping may be one 

of the strategies that mothers adopt to meet the perceived time demands imposed by 

household and childcare responsibilities, often in addition to paid work. 

 The present study’s findings add to previous research showing that family ties 

do not necessarily facilitate healthy behaviors, such as exercise, and that the 

associations between certain family ties and health-related behaviors can be negative 

(Nomaguchi and Bianchi 2004; Umberson et al. 2010). Even in non-discretionary 

time activities like having meals, the perceived time demands countervail the positive 

effects of the partner’s direct and indirect social control and self-regulation when 

facing time-demanding family ties. In other words, the positive effects of social ties 

on health-related behaviors may manifest only when time demanding social ties are 

not present. The findings may have implications for other time-intensive family ties, 

such as adult children providing care for frail or sick elderly parents or spouses taking 

care of their disabled partner. 

While this study offers insights into whether and how the transitions to 

different types of family ties might influence individuals’ meal patterns, some 

limitations must be considered. First, detailed relationship dynamics around meal 

patterns remain unclear. Specifically, the precise ways in which partners in different 

types of relationship influence each other’s meal patterns and how the transition into 

parenthood affect mothers’ and fathers’ meal patterns differently are uncertain. 

Research using dyadic data, instead of data from only one partner, or qualitative data 

to identify specific gendered processes that underlie the findings should advance the 

research in this area. Survey data on the feelings of time scarcity should also enable 
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detailed investigations of the mechanisms. Second, the NLSY97 does not provide 

information about the quality of union or parent-child relationships during the study’s 

period of observation. Poor quality relationships may not encourage consumption of 

regular meals as much as good quality ones. Lastly, the present study cannot identify 

which meal is more likely to be skipped in response to each family transition for men 

and women. These limitations reveal directions for future research. 

Nevertheless, the study advances the current knowledge of the relationship 

between family ties and health-related behaviors in several ways. First, this study 

extends previous research by providing empirical evidence on the possible link 

between family transitions and meal patterns, as hypothesized by the theoretical and 

qualitative work. Using panel data and adjusting for the selectivity into different 

romantic union/parental statuses with fixed-effects models, the present study 

estimates the effects of family formation on meal patterns. Second, by focusing on 

early millennials who are more likely to accept and engage in cohabitation, the study 

shows that marriage may not be the sole driver of changes in health-related behaviors, 

such as meal patterns among young adults in the United States. Lastly, the findings 

extend previous literature by showing that certain health-related behaviors are 

gendered and that the transition to parenthood has a distinctive consequence for 

women’s meal patterns. The findings for mothers show that the effects of social ties 

on health-related behaviors are not unequivocally positive. The presence of time-

demanding family ties may undermine the positive effects of other family ties on 

health-related behaviors.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the analytic sample 

 Total Men Women 

Frequency of meal skipping in the past seven days 2.7 (3.2) 2.7 (3.2) 2.7 (3.2) 

Union status (%):    

     Unpartnered single 36.2 41.5 30.9 

     Cohabiting 16.3 16.5 16.0 

     Married 39.3 35.1 43.5 

     Legally separated/Divorced/Widowed 8.3 6.9 9.6 

Presence of children in the household (%):     

     No 53.1 64.7 41.5 

     Yes 47.0 35.4 58.5 

Number of children at home 0.9 (1.2) 0.7 (1.1) 1.2 (1.3) 

Weekly work hours 32.8 (22.3) 37.0 (22.7) 28.5 (21.0) 

Age 29.0 (2.7) 29.0 (2.7) 29.1 (2.7) 

Education (%):      

     Less than high school 3.3 3.4 3.2 

     High school  37.0 41.5 32.5 

     Some college  24.7 24.5 24.8 

     College and higher 35.0 30.5 39.4 

Family income (in U.S. dollars) 69,453  

(61,949) 

68,433 

(61,437) 

70,469 

(62,441) 

Number of people in the household 3.2 (1.6) 3.0 (1.5) 3.4 (1.6) 

BMI 28.0 (10.0) 28.1 (11.5) 27.9 (8.3) 
Note: The unit of analysis is person-years. The sample contains 25,267person-years which consist of 

12,489 person-years for men and 12,778 person-years for women. All numbers followed by 

parentheses are mean values, with the standard deviation in the parenthesis; other values are in 

percentage (as indicated in the labels). Weighted statistics. 

Data source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997
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Table 2. Fixed-effects models predicting the frequency of meal skipping 

 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3             Model 4 
 All Men Women Men Women          Women 
Union status (ref. Unpartnered single):       
     Cohabiting -.272** -.200+ -.326** -.227+ -.328** -.452** 
 (.086) (.121) (.122) (.120) (.122) (.154) 
     Married -.312** -.439** -.162 -.482** -.162 -.338* 
 (.109) (.151) (.156) (.150) (.155) (.165) 
     Previously married (Legally 

separated/Divorced/Widowed) 

.225 .174 .308 .183 .377 .200 

 (.176) (.261) (.242) (.263) (.241) (.330) 
Presence of children in the household (ref. No children in the 

household): 

.134 -.032 .345**    

      (.088) (.122) (.128)    
Number of children in the household    .096 .283***  
    (.063) (.066)  
Interactions       
     Cohabiter x Children present in the household      .347 
      (.241) 
     Married x Children present in the household      .502* 
      (.237) 
     Previously married x Children present in the household      .406 

      (.413) 

Weekly work hours .001 -.000 .002 -.000 .003 .002 
 (.001) (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) 
Age -.021* -.016 -.027* -.022 -.043** -.028* 
 (.009) (.013) (.013) (.014) (.014) (.013) 
Education (ref. Less than high school):       
     High school -1.447 .173 -2.725 .179 -2.851 -2.624 
 (1.218) (.815) (1.886) (.816) (1.828) (1.936) 
     Some college -1.076 .338 -2.193 .351 -2.308 -2.101 
 (1.202) (.778) (1.879) (.778) (1.823) (1.931) 
     College and higher -1.251 .597 -2.684 .614 -2.812 -2.583 
 (1.216) (.834) (1.891) (.833) (1.835) (1.941) 
Family income (Natural log) .004 .008 -.002 .007 -.004 -.002 
 (.014) (.017) (.023) (.017) (.023) (.023) 
Household size .009 .029 -.009 - - -.014 
 (.024) (.035) (.033) - - (.033) 
BMI (kg/m2) -.017+ .000 -.029* -.000 -.028* -.029* 
 (.010) (.015) (.014) (.015) (.014) (.014) 
Constant 5.010*** 2.852** 6.658*** 3.092*** 7.067*** 6.711*** 
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 (1.213) (.920) (1.869) (.914) (1.820) (1.919) 
       

N of person-years 25,267 12,489 12,778 12,489 12,778 12,778 

N of respondents 7,086 3,535 3,551 3,535 3,551 3,551 

Note: † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Regression is weighted.  

Data source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997
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Figure 1. Predicted Change in Frequency of Meal Skipping by Union Type 

 

Note: + p < .1, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 Error bars show 95% confidence intervals. Positive number 

indicates more frequent meal skipping. Estimates are based on Models 2 in Table 2. Error bars show 95% 

confidence intervals. 

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 

 

Figure 2. Predicted Change in Frequency of Meal Skipping by Parental Status 

 

Note: + p < .1, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 Error bars show 95% confidence intervals. Positive number 

indicates more frequent meal skipping. Estimates are based on Model 2 in Table 2.  

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997
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Chapter 2: Marriage, Parenthood and Subjective Well-being 

among Japanese Adults 
 

Introduction 

Research from North American and European countries has repeatedly 

demonstrated that marriage is associated with improved mental and physical health 

and reduced mortality for both men and women (Rendall et al. 2011; Ross et al. 1990; 

Waite and Gallagher 2000). Some scholars have argued that marriage itself has a 

positive effect on well-being and have found evidence supporting this claim (Kim and 

McKenry 2002; Rendall et al. 2011; Waite and Gallagher 2000). Additionally, 

previous research shows that the protective effect of marriage is larger for men than 

for women (see review by Umberson and Thomeer 2020). Furthermore, a large body 

of research from Western countries has shown that there is a negative association 

between parenthood and well-being, but the effect is small (see review by Hansen 

2012). However, research on the relationships between marriage and well-being as 

well as the relationship between parenthood and well-being has focused on Western 

cultures (Hansen 2012; Mastekaasa 1994). It remains unclear whether the findings are 

generalizable across countries. Furthermore, empirical evidence of whether the effects 

of marriage and parenthood differ by gender across countries is scarce in the 

literature. 

Research also finds that the effects of parenthood on well-being depend on the 

parents’ marital status (Evenson and Simon 2005; Nomaguchi and Milkie 2003). 

Nomaguchi and Milkie (2003) for instance, found that for married women, 

parenthood was associated with less psychological distress than for their childless 
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counterparts, but the association is minimal for married men. Previous research has 

often examined the effects of transitions into marriage and parenthood on subjective 

well-being separately, which potentially conflates the effects of the two transitions. 

Less is known about the change in subjective well-being as men and women 

transition across the family roles of marriage and parenthood. 

In this study, I use Japan as an illustrative case of a highly gendered 

industrialized social context to address the following questions: how are transitions 

into marriage and parenthood related to changes in subjective well-being? And how 

does the relationship differ by gender? Japan is an interesting country in which to 

study these questions, as it is a nation where marriage is valued by most young single 

men and women (Raymo et al. 2015), where the norm of childbearing only within 

marriage remains strong (Hertog and Iwasawa 2011), and where there is also a high 

degree of gender inequality among married couples compared to many other 

industrialized nations. Japanese wives perform most of the housework even among 

dual-earner couples (Oshio, Nozaki, and Kobayashi 2013), and husbands do 

substantially less housework than their counterparts in other industrialized countries 

(Fuwa 2004). Marriage may bring psychological benefits for both men and women in 

the country context, but highly asymmetric gender relations within marriage may 

undermine women’s general health. Likewise, the transition to parenthood may be 

detrimental to women’s well-being, as their family obligations increase significantly, 

especially given that they are expected to be the best caretakers and educators (Fujita 

1989; Hirao 2001; Yu 2009). Yet for men who spend little time with their children 

(Ishii-Kuntz 2008), the transition may have little impact on their well-being. As 
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childbearing almost exclusively occurs among married couples in Japan (Raymo and 

Iwasawa 2008), this study focuses on individuals’ transitions into the spousal role 

and, subsequently, to parenthood. The Japanese case potentially underscores the 

importance of the normative environment in examining the link between family roles 

and well-being. The findings may also have implications for other gender 

inegalitarian countries. 

Previous research using cross-sectional data in Japan on the association 

between marital status and well-being demonstrated better self-rated health only for 

married women and better mental health for both genders compared to their never-

married counterparts (Tamaki 2014). Cross-sectional studies, however, fail to account 

for systematic differences in characteristics among those who transition to different 

marital or parental statuses. Another empirical research using panel data has 

demonstrated that in Japanese society, marriage is associated with better mental and 

physical health for women compared with their never-married counterparts (Lim and 

Raymo 2016). Yet it remains unclear whether and to what extent marriage is 

associated with subjective health for Japanese men, as well as whether and to what 

extent marriage is more beneficial in terms of well-being for men than for women. 

Furthermore, how the transition to parenthood may be associated with changes in 

well-being in this social context is unknown. 

The goal of this study is to examine how the transitions to marriage and 

parenthood are related to subjective well-being among Japanese men and women in 

early to middle adulthood. I use longitudinal data from a nationally representative 

sample of men and women who were between 20 years and 40 years of age in 2007. 
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With longitudinal data, I am able to use individual-level fixed-effects models to take 

into account all time-invariant personal characteristics that lead individuals to select 

into different marital and parental statuses. I examine two dimensions of well-being: 

self-rated health and mental health. Examining these two measures of well-being, 

rather than a single measure, allows for a more nuanced understanding of this 

complex phenomena. 

This study adds to the scholarship on family, gender, and well-being in several 

ways. First, the present study provides empirical evidence on the relationship between 

changes in family roles and well-being by gender in the context of Japan, which has a 

highly gendered normative environment. Second, by employing a life-course 

perspective, which focuses on a sequence of roles that the individual occupies over 

time, this study contributes to better understanding of the relative change in 

subjective well-being as individuals experience marriage and parenthood. Third, this 

study assesses gender differences in the impact of occupying different family roles. 

Lastly, the study sheds light on how the effect of change in family roles can manifest 

differently, depending on indicators of well-being. 

Marriage, Parenthood, and Subjective Well-Being 

Many studies conducted in the West have demonstrated that, compared with 

being never married, divorced, or widowed, being married is associated with better 

self-rated health (Hahn 1993; Hughes and Waite 2009; Liu and Umberson 2008), 

mental health (Horwitz, White, and Howell-White 1996; Hughes and Waite 2009; 

Kim and McKenry 2002), morbidity (Hughes and Waite 2009), and longevity 

(Rendall et al. 2011). Marriage can be linked with both objective and subjective well-
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being in different ways, but in recent decades, the availability of longitudinal data 

enables researchers to track individuals transitioning to different life stages. Using 

longitudinal data, accumulating evidence indicates that transitioning into marriage 

itself has a positive effect of well-being (Kim and McKenry 2002; Waite and 

Gallagher 2000) and longevity (Lillard and Waite 1995; Rendall et al. 2011). The 

theoretical perspective that posits a protective effect of marriage postulates that 

marriage itself promotes well-being and longevity because marriage provides 

individuals with social, psychological, and economic resources. A spouse can take 

care of his/her partner in case of illness. Partners may monitor each other’s health and 

health-related behaviors, such as excessive drinking and encourage self-regulation 

(Umberson 1987). Marriage may also provide emotional support (Simon 2002). 

How might the transition to parenthood be related to men’s and women’s 

well-being? Previous research suggests multiple ways in which being a parent may 

have an impact on men’s and women’s well-being. First, some studies suggest that 

parenthood results in increased social resources. Becoming a parent (Ambert 2001) 

and the presence of children (Gallagher and Gerstel 2001; Nomaguchi and Milkie 

2003) bring about social integration for parents, which can promote well-being, 

especially if parents have good-quality social ties (see review by Umberson and Karas 

Montez 2010). Another body of research highlights the psychological benefits of 

parenthood. Parenthood may provide individuals with a sense of meaning and 

purpose (Umberson and Gove 1989), which could improve well-being. At the same 

time, parenthood can bring with it work–family conflict (Nomaguchi 2009; Winslow 

2005) and increased housework demands, especially for mothers. To summarize, the 
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association of parenthood and well-being can be explained in terms of a combination 

of burden and rewards, with positive and negative consequences offsetting each other 

(Nomaguchi and Milkie 2003). 

Gender Differences 

Studies have indicated that men generally benefit more than women from 

marriage (see review by Umberson and Thomeer 2020). Why might marriage provide 

different degrees of health benefits for men and women? Some scholars argue that the 

mechanisms underlying the association between marriage and better health may differ 

by gender (Coombs 1991). Married men tend to benefit in terms of psychological 

well-being (Gove 1984) and longevity (Lillard and Waite 1995; Rendall et al. 2011) 

more than do women, possibly because wives put more effort into monitoring and 

controlling their husbands’ negative health behaviors such as excessive smoking and 

drinking than husbands do for their wives  (Umberson 1992). Married women, on the 

contrary, may benefit from increased economic resources more than do men (Bianchi 

and Spain 1986; Cherlin 1981). In fact, empirical research finds that much of the 

relationship between marriage and women’s better health can be explained by 

economic assets gained through marriage (Hahn 1993), although other scholars found 

few gender differences in the relationship between marital status and physical 

mobility, mental health, and self-rated health (Hughes and Waite 2009). When 

interdependence between spouses due to a sharp division of labor is high, marriage 

may provide health benefits to both genders to a similar extent.   

With parenthood, mothers are more likely to experience higher levels of 

distress and fatigue than fathers, even after work status are controlled (Bird 1997; 
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Musick, Meier, and Flood 2016; Simon 1992). A study of dual-earner parents 

indicates that mothers are more likely than fathers to feel time strain, and that feeling 

is associated with higher psychological distress for mothers, but not fathers 

(Nomaguchi et al. 2005). Likewise, previous research finds no association between 

the transition to co-resident fatherhood and their self-rated health and depression 

(Knoester and Eggebeen 2006). Some scholars highlight the differences in social 

roles occupied by men and women that account for gender differences in 

psychological well-being  (Aneshensel, Frerichs, and Clark 1981; Gove and Geerken 

1977). For women, increased family role obligations as they become spouses and 

mothers, especially in a social context with strong normative expectations that 

mothers should devote themselves to child-rearing, can undermine their well-being. 

In such a context, transitioning to parenthood may lead to particularly sharp gender 

differences in subjective health. 

The Japanese Context and Hypotheses 

Is the transition to marriage associated with better health for individuals in 

Japan? If so, are Japanese men and women likely to benefit from marriage in terms of 

well-being to a similar degree? It is possible that, unlike what has been found in 

Western research (Umberson and Thomeer 2020), both men and women benefit from 

marriage to a similar extent in Japan. Especially in a country like Japan where 

marriage is perceived to be a “rigid social institution involving the interests of and 

influences from the extended family and kinship” (Tsuya and Choe 2003:20), 

marriage is expected to expand family networks. In Japan, despite a rising average 

age of first marriage (Raymo 2003), most young single men and women still highly 



   37 

value marriage and desire to marry (Raymo et al. 2015), raising the possibility that 

marriage provides health benefits to individuals by creating a sense of 

accomplishment. Furthermore, marriage may provide couples with elevated living 

standards through pooled incomes. Given that a large gender wage gap persists 

(OECD 2012:167 Figure 13.1.), health advantages from marriage may be particularly 

large for women because women in Japan gain access to increased economic assets. 

This potentially makes marriage similarly beneficial for both genders. 

Hypothesis 1a: Transitioning from being never married to being married 

without children is positively associated with well-being for both genders to a 

similar extent. 

At the same time, there is a possibility that the gain in well-being from 

marriage for women is minimal compared to that of men’s. When interdependence 

between spouses due to a sharp division of labor was higher, the transition into 

marriage may have been equally beneficial for both men and women. However, as 

more married women have entered the labor force in recent years (Gender Equality 

Bureau, Cabinet Office 2015) and married men’s participation in household labor has 

only slightly increased (Tsuya et al. 2005), many Japanese wives, particularly those 

without children, have faced the dual burden of paid work on top of domestic work. 

Even in the case of dual-earner couples, Japanese wives do 90% of the housework, 

and Japanese husbands do much less compared to Chinese and Korean husbands 

(Oshio et al. 2013), and substantially less compared to husbands in other 

industrialized countries (Fuwa 2004). Thus, many wives without children nowadays 

may be physically and emotionally exhausted by the dual responsibilities of home and 
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outside work, and the exhaustion and psychological distress may undermine the 

health benefits of marriage from increased economic resources, while men may gain 

from marriage by having a wife who performs most of the domestic labor. 

Hypothesis 1b: Transitioning from never having been married to being 

married without children is positively associated with well-being, only for 

men. 

Previous studies indicate that parenthood brings few changes in terms of costs 

or rewards of parenting for married men (Nomaguchi and Milkie 2003). Employees 

in Japan, particularly those with more promising positions, are expected to show 

commitment and loyalty to their employers through long work hours in a male-

centered corporate culture (Nemoto 2013; Ono 2018; Yu 2009). Men work 50 hours 

per week on average, and employment hours of Japanese husbands in their prime 

working years have remained relatively stable over a couple decades (Kuroda 2010; 

Tsuya et al. 2012). Possibly due to long work hours and husbands’ expected role as 

the primary breadwinner in the family, the time that Japanese fathers spend on 

childcare is very limited (Ishii-Kuntz 2008). In 2005, Japanese fathers spend 1.3 

hours per day on childcare on average, which is just one-third of that of mothers’ 

(Ishii-Kuntz 2008). Due to the limited time spent with children in Japan, becoming a 

father may hardly have an impact on their subjective well-being. I therefore propose: 

Hypothesis 2a: Transitioning to parenthood has no or little association with 

change in well-being, compared to being married without children, for men. 

Japanese mothers are expected to be the main caretakers for and educators of 

their children at home, which makes it difficult for them to combine family with paid 
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employment (Hirao 2001; Yu 2009). And the social disapproval of working mothers 

with young children is strong, especially for white-collar working mothers (Yu 2001). 

Many women in Japan leave the labor market upon marriage or childbirth and re-

enter it later when their children enter elementary or middle school, often as non-

regular or contingent workers (Brinton 2001; Yu 2002, 2005). Recent government 

survey results show that while over 70% of all married Japanese women remain in the 

labor force upon marriage, only a little less than 40% of them remain in the labor 

force when their first child is born (National Institute of Population and Social 

Security Research 2016). Particularly with limited childcare time by Japanese fathers 

(Ishii-Kuntz 2008), the transition to parenthood for married women further increases 

the domestic burden. While parenthood may bring increased social (Ambert 2001) 

and psychological resources (Umberson and Gove 1989), given findings on parenting 

and psychological/physical strain (Bird 1997; Musick et al. 2016; Simon 1992), the 

increased spouse–mother role obligations are hypothesized to undermine women’s 

well-being. 

Hypothesis 2b: For women, transitioning to parenthood is negatively 

associated with well-being, compared to being married without children. 

Data and Methods 

The data used for this study were obtained from the University of Tokyo, 

Institute of Social Science, Japanese Life Course Panel Survey (JLPS) Wave 1 (2007) 

to Wave 9 (2015). JLPS is an ongoing panel survey conducted annually in Japan 

since 2007. The JLPS collects information on respondents’ labor market and 

household activities, attitudes, and well-being, and it is used by many scholars (e.g. 
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Ishida 2013; Shirahase 2010; Yu and Kuo 2018). The JLPS consists of nationally 

representative samples of men and women aged 20–34 years (youth sample) and 35–

40 years (middle-aged sample). Survey questionnaires were identical for the two age 

groups and conducted at separate times in the same year. The JLPS added a 

supplementary sample of 963 during Wave 5. Respondents were not married to each 

other. For this study, I merged the two original datasets (4,800 in total), as well as the 

supplementary sample of 963 individuals. For analytical purposes, I converted the 

data to person-year format. By Wave 9 (2015), respondents were 28-48 years of age. 

For this study, I focused on two outcomes related to individuals’ well-being. 

Specifically, the dependent variables are self-rated health and mental health, which I 

created using the Mental Health Inventory (MHI-5) scale. Self-rated health is a 

widely used measure of health in population studies (Jylhä 2009), and research shows 

that self-rated health is sensitive to both physical and mental health statuses (Bailis, 

Segall, and Chipperfield 2003), associated with objective health (Zheng and Thomas 

2013) and a strong predictor of mortality risk (Idler and Benyamini 1997; Jylhä 2009 

for a review; Zheng and Thomas 2013). The MHI-5 scale is a short form of the 

RAND Mental Health Inventory that is used to screen for depressive symptoms  (Veit 

and Ware 1983). The validity of the MHI-5 in a general population sample is 

established (Rumpf et al. 2001), and it has been shown to be an effective measure of 

mental health status in the West (Fone et al. 2007; Milner et al. 2018) as well as in 

Japan (Yamazaki, Fukuhara, and Green 2005). 

Respondents’ general health status was assessed using the question, “How do 

you feel about your health?” measured on a five-point scale (1 = very good, 2 = 
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somewhat good, 3 = normal, 4 = not so good, and 5 = bad). The respondents who 

rated their health as “bad” accounted for 1.5% of the original total sample of 34,785 

observations. I combined the response categories of “bad” with “not so good” for 

analytic purposes, and I reverse coded the answer categories for the dependent 

variable so that 4 indicated the best and 1 indicated the worst self-rated health. 

The respondents’ mental health was assessed using the question, “In the past 

month, how often did you feel the following items? Choose the best fitting number” 

for five items, which were: (a) felt very nervous, (b) felt so down in the dumps that 

nothing could cheer me up, (c) felt calm and peaceful, (d) felt downhearted and 

depressed, and (e) felt happy. Participants responded to each of the five questions on 

a five-point scale (1 = all of the time, 2 = most of the time, 3 = some of the time, 4 = a 

little of the time, and 5 = none of the time). I reversed the scoring of questions (c) and 

(e) so that higher scores indicate better mental health status. I used alpha scoring to 

create the MHI-5 scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79). The scale scores range from 1 to 5 

and a higher score indicates better mental health status. The two indicators of well-

being were moderately correlated. The correlation coefficient between self-rated 

health and MHI-5 was 0.37, which is statistically significant at the 0.001 level.  

My key independent variable is family roles, indicated by the combination of 

marital and parental statuses. Roles refer to the “rights, duties, and normatively 

approved patterns of behavior for the occupants of a given position or status” 

(Aneshensel et al. 1981:380). The classification of family roles is “never married,” 

“married, nonparent” and “married, parent,” with “married, nonparent” as a reference 

group. In Japan, marriage and childbearing are closely tied (Raymo and Iwasawa 
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2008), with only 2% of children born outside of marriage (Raymo et al. 2015:477). 

This indicates that the proportion of unmarried mothers is low. Therefore, I did not 

break up the “never married” category by parenthood status. As the present study 

focuses on individuals’ transitions into the spousal role, and subsequently to 

parenthood, the data are restricted to individuals who did not experience a union 

dissolution (either by divorce or being widowed) during the nine-year window of 

observation. 

For control variables, I used demographic characteristics that included age, 

type of work, daily work hours including overtime work, educational attainment, 

whether respondents were enrolled in school or not, respondents’ self-rated financial 

circumstances, and number of people in the respondents’ households. The JLPS asked 

respondents to select the type of work that they did from among 12 categories. I 

combined these into four categories: not employed, regular employment, nonstandard 

employment, and self-employment. There are two kinds of workers in the Japanese 

labor force: regular employees (seishasin) and non-regular employees (hiseikishain). 

The former are granted opportunities for promotion and training and enjoy job 

security and many fringe benefits (e.g., housing allowances, travel expenses, and 

family allowances), and are expected to work overtime (Brinton 1993; Yu 2002). For 

non-regular employees, there is little or no chance for promotion and benefits and no 

guarantee of long-term job security. 0 (hours) was assigned for respondents’ daily 

work hours when they were out of the labor force at the time of the interview. The 

JLPS asked respondents to indicate the level of education that they last attended from 

among six categories and whether or not they completed that level of education. I 
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created three categories of educational attainment: completed high school or less, 

completed junior college or vocational school, and completed university or higher. In 

addition to educational attainment, I included a dummy variable, indicating whether 

respondents were enrolled in school or not at the time of each interview. For 

household income, 24.9% of the original total sample either did not respond or 

reported that they did not know. These data are possibly missing not at random, and 

any approach to handling this much missing data can be expected to produce biased 

results. Therefore, instead of the household income variable, I used respondents’ self-

rated financial circumstance as a proxy for household income, measured on a five-

point scale (1 = affluent, 2 = relatively affluent, 3 = average, 4 = relatively poor, and 

5 = poor). I reversed the answer categories so that 5 indicates the best and 1 indicates 

the worst financial circumstance. 

For the purpose of this study, I limited my sample to individuals who 

responded to at least two waves of the survey with non-missing values on both the 

dependent and independent variables, as required by the fixed-effects model. Missing 

values of the variables included in the analysis are within 2%. I used a listwise 

deletion procedure to handle the missing data. The final sample size was 30,224 

person-year observations, with 13,732 person-year observations from 2,181 male 

respondents, and 16,492 person-year observations from 2,448 female respondents. 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the analytical samples. For self-

rated health, the mean is 2.4 with standard deviation 0.9. For the MHI-5 scale, the 

mean is 3.5 and standard deviation is 0.7. Overall, the distribution for the two well-

being indicators was a little skewed to the positive side. 
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[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

For marital/parental status, around 40%, 10%, and 50% were never married, 

married nonparent, and married parent, respectively. 

Analysis Strategy 

Following previous research (e.g. Lim and Raymo 2016; Musick and 

Bumpass 2012), I used an individual-level linear fixed-effects model to control for 

unvarying individual characteristics (Allison 2009), with self-rated health and MHI-5 

score as dependent variables. The parameter estimates from the fixed-effects model 

used in the analysis represent changes in the average level of one of the two 

indicators of well-being with a one-unit change in each of the independent variables 

when holding all other variables in the model constant. Statistical analysis was 

performed using Stata version 14. Based on my hypotheses and previous research 

indicating that marital and parental statuses are associated differently with men’s and 

women’s subjective well-being outcomes (Coombs 1991), I tested the association 

separately for each group. The model for 𝑦 is given by the following: 

  

The 𝑦𝑖𝑗 denotes the dependent variable, which is self-rated health or MHI-5 of 

person 𝑖 (𝑖 = 1,2,3, … , 𝑛) at time 𝑗 (𝑗 = 1,2,3 … , 𝑙). 𝜇𝑗 is the intercept, and 𝛽 and 𝛾 

are vectors of coefficients. 𝑋𝑖𝑗 represents the time-varying variables and 𝑍𝑖 represents 

the time-invariant variable. . 𝛼𝑖 denotes the unobserved individual specific fixed 

effect that varies across individuals, not over time, and 𝜀𝑖𝑗indicates the individual 

unobserved random error term that varies across individuals at each point in time. 
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With fixed-effects models, time-invariant variables are dropped. Therefore, all 

variables used in the analysis are time-varying. 

Results 

The results of a series of fixed effects models are presented in Table 2. Figure 

1 is a graphical representation of the estimates of the key independent variable by 

gender. 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Transition into Marriage and Well-being   

I hypothesized that the transition from never having been married to being 

married without children would be linked with elevated levels of well-being either for 

both genders (Hypothesis 1a) or only for men (Hypothesis 1b). All the models for 

men show that being married is associated with better subjective well-being. For men, 

as shown in Table 2, becoming a spouse resulted in statistically significant 

improvement in self-rated health and mental health compared to their status before 

marriage when other variables were held constant. Women also seemed to benefit 

psychologically from marriage compared with being never married. Specifically, for 

women, becoming a spouse resulted in significantly improved mental health 

compared to when they were never married, when holding all other variables 

constant. However, the results did not support the prediction that becoming a spouse 

would be associated with improved self-rated health. 

To examine whether the difference in protective effects for men and women in 

terms of mental health was statistically significant, I ran separate exploratory models, 
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which included both genders with an interaction term for family roles and gender. 

The interaction was not statistically significant. The results do not provide evidence, 

indicating that the effects of transitioning into marriage differ by gender. 

Thus, in terms of mental health, Hypothesis 1a was supported, but Hypothesis 

1b, which predicted that the health benefits of marriage would be only evident for 

men, was not supported. The results demonstrate that there are protective effects of 

marriage for both men and women in terms of mental health. On the other hand, in 

terms of self-rated health, Hypothesis 1a was not, but Hypothesis 1b was supported. 

While the transition into marriage also seems to be beneficial in terms of self-rated 

health for men, the effect is unclear for women. 

Transition into Parenthood and Well-being 

I expected that the transition into parenthood would have no or little 

association with changes in well-being for men (Hypothesis 2a), but it would be 

negatively associated with changes in well-being for women (Hypothesis 2b). The 

results do not support either hypothesis For men, contrary to Hypothesis 2a, the 

model for self-rated health demonstrates that becoming a parent is associated with 

worse self-rated health. Specifically, compared to being married without children, 

becoming a father resulted in a statistically significant deterioration in self-rated 

health, when holding all other variables constant. However, no evidence showing that 

becoming a parent is associated with changes in mental health was found. For 

women, the results do not support the prediction (Hypothesis 2b) that becoming a 

parent would be associated with worsening of self-rated health or mental health. 
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In addition, I explored whether the number of children, as opposed to merely 

whether or not respondents were parents, would matter for parents’ well-being. To 

assess this possibility, I ran models using a categorical variable that measured the 

number of children (results not shown). The categories are never married, married 

nonparent, married with one child, and married with two or more children. The results 

indicated that only for men, the transition from being a parent of one child to having 

subsequent children further deteriorated their self-rated health. However, the results 

of other models did not provide evidence showing that the outcomes were affected by 

changes in the number of children. 

Summary and Discussion 

Research from the West suggests that marriage is associated with an elevated 

level of subjective well-being. By netting out the selectivity into different marital and 

parental statuses with fixed-effects models, I examined how transitions to the role of 

spouse and subsequently the role of parent were associated with changes in two 

indicators of well-being, self-rated health, and mental health measured by the MHI-5 

and how the relationship differed by gender. 

Consistent with previous research and associated theory, the results of this 

study generally support the protective effect of marriage perspective. While a 

protective effect for men was manifested for both indicators of health, the results do 

not support the prediction that marriage would have a protective effect in terms of 

women’s self-rated health. Contrary to previous research findings (Umberson and 

Thomeer 2020), I did not find that the protective effect of marriage in terms of mental 

health was larger for men than for women. Taken together, the findings suggest that 
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both men and women in Japan benefit psychologically from marriage, possibly 

because partners provide emotional support to each other. In addition, as marriage is 

valued (Raymo et al. 2015) and is a precondition to childbearing (Hertog and 

Iwasawa 2011), transition into marriage may provide an additional psychological 

boost for both genders. The findings of this study for women’s mental health are 

consistent with previous findings from Japan (Lim and Raymo 2016). Married men’s 

self-rated health may benefit from having a wife who provides emotional support and 

helps monitor her husband’s health. While previous research shows that marriage is 

associated with elevated levels of physical health (Lim and Raymo 2016), findings of 

this study do not indicate the link between marriage and self-rated health for women, 

though the outcomes are not exacly the same. I speculate that the absence of evidence 

for a protective effect of marriage in terms of women’s self-rated health is due to their 

heavy work-family obligations of more recent age cohort. Upon marriage, while 

women may benefit from access to increased economic resources (Hahn 1993), many 

may experience physical fatigue deriving from dual responsibilities of household 

tasks and paid work, as husbands contribute little to household tasks. 

Contrary to the prediction derived from previous research, the present study 

found that the transition into parenthood among married men was negatively 

associated with self-rated health, while there was no statistically significant 

association among women. The finding is particularly noteworthy, considering the 

limited amount of time that Japanese fathers spend on childcare (Ishii-Kuntz 2008). 

The results suggest that even if fathers spend little time on childcare, their general 

health can be affected by becoming a father. Parenthood may deteriorate men’s self-
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rated health by leading them to take on a larger role as a breadwinner, as many wives 

leave the labor force upon childbirth. Because of the large change in mothers’ work 

circumstances, fathers in Japan may be under high pressure as the sole or primary 

earner for the family, where social norms put emphasis on fathers’ financial provider 

role (Ishii-Kuntz 1993), and parents are expected to make a large monetary 

investment in children’s education (Tsuya, Oppenheim Mason, and Bumpass 2003). 

Results of the exploratory analyses, indicating that the arrival of subsequent children 

further worsens their self-rated health, suggest that increased family role obligations 

as a father of multiple children in a gender-inegalitarian context is detrimental to 

fathers’ general health. Japanese fathers may actively take and be given more 

responsibilities by their employers, on top of already long work hours, which may 

negatively affect their physical health. The finding has implications for future studies 

in country contexts where social norms emphasize the importance of fathers’ role as 

the primary financial provider for the family. For women, while becoming a parent is 

expected to sharply increase women’s household responsibilities, the large adjustment 

in work circumstances possibly offsets the negative effects on well-being at least 

temporarily, as many wives leave the labor force upon childbirth. 

This study has some limitations. First, the conclusions drawn in this study are 

only applicable to Japanese women and men in early to middle adulthood. It is 

unclear whether the findings can be generalized to older ages as well. For instance, it 

is unable to assess any long-term health consequences of marriage and parenthood 

when individuals are 50 years of age or older. Second, research indicates that the 

association between parenthood and psychological well-being may differ by marital 
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status (Evenson and Simon 2005; Nomaguchi and Milkie 2003). Because of low 

statistical power due to the small sample size of single mothers and fathers, this study 

could not address the question of whether the transition to parenthood among 

unmarried individuals had a different association with well-being than for married 

individuals. Likewise, for the same reason, this study did not consider the distinction 

between cohabiting and non-cohabiting unmarried individuals, though there has been 

a significant increase in premarital cohabitation (Raymo, Iwasawa, and Bumpass 

2009). Third, the exact mechanisms of the association between family roles and well-

being remain unknown. This study did not find that marriage elevates women’s self-

reported health, possibly due to physical fatigue deriving from dual responsibilities of 

household tasks and paid work, but as the JLPS does not specifically ask about 

respondents’ share of domestic labor with their spouse or their hours spent on 

domestic labor, it is difficult to assess this possibility. Likewise, it remains unclear 

why parenthood seems to negatively affect men’s self-rated health. Future studies can 

address these issues. 

Despite these limitations, this study provides empirical evidence of how 

men’s and women’s experience of marriage and subsequently parenthood are linked 

with changes in subjective well-being from a non-Western, highly gender-unequal 

industrialized country. The findings illuminate the ways that normative context 

shapes the relationship between family roles and subjective well-being and how the 

relationship differs by gender. Specifically, in terms of self-rated health, the lack of 

empirical support for the protective effect of marriage for women, and the negative 

relationship between parenthood and self-rated health for married men, show that 
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experiencing marriage and parenthood can lead to different findings, depending on 

country context. This study also highlights the importance of considering multiple 

dimensions of well-being, as the outcomes of occupying certain family roles may be 

more sensitive to some indicators of well-being than others. More research examining 

whether the influence of family roles on well-being differs by country context, and 

why, is needed. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the analytic sample 

 Total Men 

(45.4%) 

Women 

(54.6%) 

Self-rated health (Mean, SD) 2.4 (.9) 2.4 (.9) 2.4 (.9) 

Mental Health Inventory (MDI-5) scale (Mean, SD) 3.5 (.7) 3.5 (0.7) 3.5 (.7) 

Marital and parental status (%)    

     Never married 39.6 45.0 35.1 

     Married, nonparent 10.3 10.1 10.6 

     Married, parent 50.1 45.0 54.3 

Age (Mean, SD) 34.8 (6.4) 34.7 (6.3) 34.8 (6.5) 

Work types (%)    

     Not employed    16.8 5.7 26.0 

     Regular employment 53.4 75.0 35.5 

     Non-regular employment 24.1 12.0 34.2 

     Self-employment 5.7 7.3 4.4 

Work hours (Mean, SD) 7.0 (3.8) 8.9 (2.9) 5.5 (3.8) 

Educational attainment    

     Completed high school or less 32.6 35.3 30.3 

     Completed junior college / vocational school 32.7 19.9 43.3 

     Completed university or higher 34.8 44.8 26.4 

Enrolled in school (%)    

     No 96.6 96.0 97.2 

     Yes 3.4 4.0 2.8 

Self-rated financial circumstance (Mean, SD) 3.0 (.8) 3.0 (.8) 3.1 (.7) 

Number of residents in household (Mean, SD) 3.5 (1.5) 3.4 (1.5) 3.6 (1.5) 
Note: The unit of analysis is person-years. The sample contains 13,732 person-years for men and 16,492 person-

years for women. 

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey 
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Table 2. Results from fixed-effects models predicting men’s and women’s subjective 

well-being 

 
 Men Women 

 Self-rated 

health 

Mental health Self-rated 

health 

Mental health 

Never married (ref. married, nonparent) -.127*** -.095*** -.041 -.094*** 

 (.035) (.028) (.030) (.024) 

     Married, parent -.085* -.041 .050 -.001 

 (.037) (.030) (.033) (.025) 

Age -.027*** -.004* -.030*** .000 

 (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) 

Regular employment (ref. not employed) .211*** .236*** .017 .054 

 (.053) (.042) (.044) (.034) 

     Non-regular employment .228*** .231*** .094** .110*** 

 (.049) (.039) (.034) (.026) 

     Family/self-employment .265*** .255*** .087+ .091* 

 (.065) (.052) (.046) (.036) 

Work hours per day -.025*** -.022*** -.022*** -.024*** 

 (.004) (.003) (.005) (.004) 

Educational attainment (ref. completed 

high school or less) 

    

     Completed junior college/vocational 

school 

-.036 .047 .141* .082 

 (.067) (.053) (.066) (.051) 

     Completed university or higher .008 .041 .063 .073 

 (.065) (.052) (.069) (.054) 

Enrolled in school (ref. not enrolled) .014 .039 .021 .008 

 (.046) (.037) (.043) (.033) 

Self-rated financial status .090*** .089*** .084*** .082*** 

 (.011) (.009) (.011) (.008) 

Number of residents in household .014+ -.004 -.001 -.018** 

 (.008) (.007) (.008) (.006) 

Constant 3.083*** 3.402*** 3.191*** 3.376*** 

 (.107) (.085) (.094) (.073) 

     

N of person-years 13,732 13,732 16,492 16,492 

N of respondents 2,181 2,181 2,448 2,448 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, and + p<0.1 (Two-tailed test) 

Self-rated health is measured on the scale of 1 (not so good/bad) to 4 (very good). Mental health is measured by 

MHI-5 scores, which range from 1 to 5 with 5 indicating better mental health. 

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey 
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Figure 1. Model-estimated effects of family roles on well-being 

 

 
 

 
 

Note: ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, and +p < 0.1 (two-tailed test). The unit of analysis is person-years. The 

sample contains 13,732 person-years for men and 16,492 person-years for women. Estimates of graph (A) are 

based on the Model for self-rated health in Table 2. Self-rated health is measured on a scale of 1 (not so good/bad) 

to 4 (very good). Estimates of graph (B) are based on the Model for mental health in Table 2. Mental health is 

measured by MHI-5 scores which range from 1 to 5 with 5 indicating better mental health. Error bars show 95% 

confidence intervals.  

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey 
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Chapter 3: Gender Differences in Scaling Back: Family 

Responsibilities and Work Attitudes among Japanese Adults 
 

Introduction 

Marriage and becoming a parent are major life events for many individuals. 

Family responsibilities as a spouse and a parent and associated work-life conflict have 

been shown to affect attitudes toward work, which are often negative for women. 

Examples of such negative effects include decreased long-term expectations for 

career advancement (Becker and Moen 1999) and work commitment (Desai and 

Waite 1991; Evertsson 2013) and increased desire to reduce the number of work 

hours (Reynolds 2005). A contrasting position is represented by scholars who argue 

that the effect of family on attitudes toward work is best predicted by job 

characteristics, instead of gender, and found evidence supporting this claim (Cassirer 

and Reskin 2000; Kanter 1976, 1993). The individuals with family responsibilities 

may be channeled into less-desirable jobs with less autonomy and fewer opportunities 

for career advancement. The shift in job conditions, rather than increased family 

responsibilities, may be mainly responsible for attenuating individuals’ enthusiastic 

attitudes toward work. Yet previous research on the relationship between family 

responsibilities and work attitudes has often relied on relatively small sample 

interview data or cross-sectional data observed at one point in time. Comparing 

different individuals with different family lives has limitations in addressing the 

possibility that unobserved personal attributes explain the transitions to different 

marital or parental statuses. Moreover, although research using qualitative and cross-
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sectional data implies that parenthood provokes a major shift in women’s work-

related strategies and attitudes (Becker and Moen 1999; Blair-Loy 2001; Evertsson 

2013; Maume 2006; Stone 2007), these studies have not identified which life events 

actually precipitate changes in work attitudes. Whether becoming a parent (versus 

another event, such as marriage) triggers changes in work attitudes in both men and 

women remains unclear. Furthermore, previous research has focused on individuals 

who are in the labor force. Omitting individuals who are out of the labor force 

potentially underestimates the impact of family responsibilities on work attitudes. 

This study examines how the work attitudes of individuals change by using 

fixed effects models and nationally representative panel data from Japan. Specifically, 

the study examines the association between changes in family responsibilities and the 

work-attitude trajectory of women and men in Japan in early to middle adulthood. 

One of the advantages of the survey data that used for this study is that the survey 

asked all respondents their attitudes toward work, regardless of their work status at 

the time of the survey. This enables me to estimate the average effect of family 

responsibilities on work attitudes more accurately than previous research, as 

individuals espousing negative attitudes toward work may be more likely to be out of 

the labor force. I use Japan as an illustrative case of a gender context where marriage 

and parenthood bring extremely gendered divisions of labor between spouses. In 

Japan, married women perform 90 percent of the housework even in the case of dual-

earner couples (Oshio et al. 2013). Once they become parents, fathers spend just one-

third of the time per day on childcare that mothers do (Ishii-Kuntz 2008). Japanese 

individuals hold much more traditional views toward gender than individuals of most 
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other industrialized countries (Inglehart, Norris, and Welzel 2002). In such a context, 

the expected findings can be different from theoretical predictions from the 

opportunity structures perspective. Positions in the workplace indicated by job 

characteristics may not be sufficient to explain the effect of family responsibilities on 

attitudes toward work. 

Examining attitudes toward work is important, as work attitudes have 

implications for gender inequality inside and outside the home. If women place less 

priority on work achievement as a result of having family responsibilities, that shift in 

attitudes reinforces and legitimizes the division of household labor, which may hinder 

women’s labor force participation and career advancement. Work attitudes predict 

work outcomes such as performance (Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller 2012; Riketta 

2008) and, may consequentially explain worker’s chances of securing higher 

positions and the net wage penalty or premium that marriage and parenthood bring 

for women and men. Attitudes toward work also potentially influence how employers 

treat their employees. Assessing factors that affect work attitudes would be 

particularly crucial for a country like Japan where women account for only 15 percent 

of senior leadership positions, which is lower than many advanced economies (The 

World Economic Forum 2019). 

By using fixed effects models to account for systematic differences in 

characteristics among those with different marital or parental status, this study 

advances our understanding of the effects of family responsibilities on attitudes 

toward work over women’s and men’s life course. Furthermore, cross-national studies 

using cross-sectional data suggest that work attitudes vary from country to country 
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(Hult and Svallfors 2002; Svallfors, Halvorsen, and Andersen 2001; de Vaus and 

McAllister 1991). The present study potentially underscores the importance of the 

normative context of a country when examining the link between family 

responsibilities and attitudes toward work. 

Theoretical Framework 

Two theoretical perspectives can explain changes in work attitudes, 

specifically the opportunity structures and family role perspectives. The opportunity 

structures perspective hypothesizes that positions in opportunity structures in the 

workplace, not gender, shape men’s and women’s work attitudes (Kanter 1976, 

1993). Kanter (1976, 1993) argued that women appear to have less vigorous work 

attitudes than men because women are more likely to occupy jobs with limited 

advancement opportunities in the workplace and organizations. Focusing on 

promotion aspirations, Cassirer and Reskin (2000) tested Kanter’s claim and found 

that workers’ position in the opportunity structure at work, not their gender, affects 

their attitudes. Furthermore, after controlling for job characteristics, they did not find 

evidence indicating that workers’ family characteristics affect the promotion 

aspirations of either gender. Following the argument proposed by the perspective, 

undertaking family responsibilities is expected to have no or little association with 

changes in work attitudes for both genders when job and demographic characteristics 

are adjusted. 

In contrast, the family responsibilities perspective highlights different work 

and family experiences that marriage and parenthood bring for men and women. 

Women traditionally shoulder larger family responsibilities than men, spending an 
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average of twice as many hours on housework, whether they work full-time or not 

(Bianchi 2000). Parenthood leads to sharper divisions of labor between spouses 

among married couples (Sanchez and Thomson 1997). Previous research has shown 

that women are more likely than men to adjust their work life to meet family demands 

by, for instance, turning down promotions or interesting work assignments (Maume 

2006) and cutting back on work hours and job demands, especially when they have 

young children (Young and Schieman 2018). Likewise, family demands may affect 

more work attitudes of women rather than men’s. For instance, Becker and Moen's 

(1999) interviews with middle-class dual-earner couples revealed wives who have 

childrearing responsibilities employ different scaling-back strategies, including 

reducing long-term expectations for career advancement. Using longitudinal data 

from Sweden, Evertsson (2013) found that becoming a mother is linked to a 

decreased emphasis on the importance of work in respondents’ lives. Married men, on 

the other hand, are traditionally expected to fulfill the role of breadwinner for the 

family (Hood 1986), suggesting that marriage is associated with men’s income-

earning responsibilities more than women’s. Fathers, compared with non-fathers, 

place greater importance on extrinsic work rewards such as pay and job security 

(Johnson 2005). Research on the net wage premium that fathers can receive, or the 

fatherhood wage premium, suggests that the premium is partly explained by fathers’ 

increased labor-market productivity (Killewald 2013). Taking on new family 

responsibilities, therefore, is expected to lead to changes in attitudes toward work, 

and the directions differ by gender. 
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Japanese Context and Hypotheses 

Despite women’s progress in educational attainment and labor force 

participation (OECD 2017), social norms in Japan still define a husband’s role as the 

primary breadwinner and define women’s primary role as involving domestic work 

and childrearing (Fuwa 2004; Ochiai et al. 2008; Yu 2009). In fact, the division of 

labor at home in Japan is highly unequal compared with that in Western countries 

(Batalova and Cohen 2002; Davis 2010; Fuwa 2004), and, even in the case of dual-

earner couples, Japanese married women do 90 percent of the housework, and 

Japanese men do much less compared with Chinese and Korean men (Oshio et al. 

2013). 

At the same time, employees, particularly those who work as regular full-time 

employees and those with more promising positions, are expected to show 

commitment and loyalty to their employers through long work hours in a male-

centered corporate culture (Nemoto 2013; Ono 2018; Yu 2009). Men work 50 hours 

per week on average, and the employment hours of Japanese husbands in their prime 

working years have remained relatively stable over the last couple of decades 

(Kuroda 2010; Tsuya et al. 2012). Possibly due to long work hours and a husband’s 

expected role as the primary breadwinner in the family, the amount of time that 

Japanese fathers spend on childcare is limited (Ishii-Kuntz 2008). In 2005, Japanese 

fathers spent just one-third as much time as mothers on childcare (Ishii-Kuntz 2008). 

In Japan, where the difficulty of combining work and family responsibilities is 

presumably high, individuals are hypothesized to choose to focus on either work or 

family responsibilities. As their family responsibilities expand, women‘s work 
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attitudes are expected to become less positive. At the same time, in the Japanese 

context where many women leave the labor market upon marriage or childbirth 

(Brinton 2001; Yu 2002, 2005), it is even possible that for men, the increased 

financial responsibilities may lead to more positive attitudes toward work. Therefore, 

I hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 1: Being married and becoming a parent are negatively 

associated with work attitudes for women, compared with being never 

married.  

Hypothesis 2: Being married and becoming a parent are positively associated 

with work attitudes for men, compared with being never married. 

 According to the 2020 Gender Gap Index published by the World Economic 

Forum, Japan ranks 115 out of 153 countries on one of the key dimensions of 

economic participation and opportunity (The World Economic Forum 2019). 

Japanese women remain in relatively less promising positions in opportunity 

structures in the workplace than their male counterparts. In 2007, 55.2% of the female 

labor force in Japan were non-regular workers, while the proportion was 19.9% for 

male workers (Osawa, Kim, and Kingston 2013). After women leave the labor market 

upon marriage or childbirth, they re-enter later but as non-regular or contingent 

workers (Brinton 2001; Yu 2005). And even when work hours and other job attributes 

are controlled, women in Japan tend to have much less decision-making authority and 

have less influence on pay raises or promotions of subordinates in the workplace than 

their male counterparts (Wright, Baxter, and Birkelund 1995).  
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Following Kanter’s (1976, 1993) argument, differences in work attitudes are 

attributed to the fact that women tend to occupy less desirable positions in 

opportunity structures in the workplace, rather than to their gender itself. Specifically, 

less desirable job characteristics such as lower job autonomy are expected to predict 

changes in work attitudes in a less favorable direction for both genders. When job and 

demographic characteristics are adjusted, it is expected that both men’s and women’s 

work attitudes are largely unresponsive to additions of family responsibilities. In 

other words, when controlling for the effects of job and demographic characteristics, 

the observed relationship between family responsibilities and work attitudes is 

expected to disappear for both genders. Hence, I expect the following. 

Hypothesis 3: Job characteristics mediate the effects of marriage and 

parenthood on work attitudes for both genders. 

Data and Methods 

The data used for this study come from the University of Tokyo Institute of 

Social Science Japanese Life Course Panel Survey (JLPS). JLPS is an ongoing panel 

survey conducted annually since 2007. The JLPS consists of nationally representative 

samples of men and women aged 20 to 34 (youth sample) and 35 to 40 (middle-aged 

sample) and is used by many scholars (e.g. Ishida 2013; Shirahase 2010; Yu and Hara 

2020). Survey questionnaires for Wave 1 are identical for the two surveys, conducted 

at separate times in the same year. The JLPS added a supplementary sample of 963 

during Wave 5. For this study, I merged the two original data sets (4,800 in total) as 

well as the supplementary sample of 963 individuals. 
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This study concerns one dimension of work attitudes, respondents’ degree of 

enthusiasm toward achievement in the sphere of work. The two dependent variables 

are importance of work success and aspiration to improve work-related skills. The 

importance of work success to respondents was assessed by their response to the 

question, “How important to you are the following items?” followed by a listing of 

six items relating to their work and life. One of the six items is “success in work,” 

measured on a 3-point scale (1 = very important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = not 

important). Respondents were also asked, “How much do the following items apply 

to you?” regarding six items relating to their work and life. One of the six items is “I 

would like to improve my work skills.” The response categories ranged from 1 to 4 (1 

= applies strongly, 4 = does not apply at all). Responses for both of the outcomes 

were reverse-coded; thus, a high score indicates that respondents placed a high level 

of importance on success at work and have a high level of aspiration to improve work 

skills. The correlation coefficient between the two outcomes is 0.41 and it is 

statistically significant at p < 0.001. The JLPS asked all respondents both questions 

regardless of whether or not they were working for pay. I used data from Waves 1, 3, 

5, 7, 9, and 11 with an eleven-year window of observation, as the question regarding 

importance of work success was only asked in these waves. 

My key independent variable is family responsibilities, indicated by the 

combination of marital and parental statuses. The classification of family 

responsibilities was “never married,” “married, no child” and “married, one or more 

children,” with “never married” as a reference group. In Japan, marriage and 

childbearing are closely tied (Raymo and Iwasawa 2008), with only 2 percent of 
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children born outside of marriage (Raymo et al. 2015:477). This indicates that the 

proportion of unmarried mothers is low. Therefore, I do not break up the unmarried 

category “never married” according to parenthood. As the present study focuses on 

individuals’ taking on a spousal role, and subsequently a parental role, I restricted the 

data to observations where individuals did not experience a union dissolution (either 

by divorce or being widowed). 

For control variables, I use demographic characteristics, which include age, 

types of work, work hours per day including overtime work, income in the previous 

year, self-rated financial circumstances, educational attainment, whether or not 

respondents were enrolled in school, and city size. The JLPS asked respondents to 

select the type of work they do from among 12 categories. I combine these into four 

categories: not employed, regular employment, nonstandard employment, and self-

employment. There are two kinds of workers in the Japanese labor force: regular 

employees (seishasin) and non-regular employees (hiseikishain). The former are 

granted opportunities for promotion and training and enjoy job security and many 

fringe benefits (e.g., housing allowances, travel expenses, and family allowances). At 

the same time, however, such career-track employees are expected to adhere to the 

male-centered norm of working long hours (Nemoto 2013). For non-regular 

employees, there is little or no chance for promotion and benefits and no guarantee of 

long-term job security. I assign 0 for work hours of the non-employed portion of the 

sample. The majority (91.2%) of the non-employed sample in the six waves of data 

has labor market experience in previous years, though information on the last job’s 

characteristics is not available for respondents who skipped any survey rounds or for 
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wave 5 observations of the supplementary sample. Therefore, although work attitudes 

of the non-employed sample are possibly influenced by the characteristics of 

respondents’ last job, the characteristics are not controlled. I also include 

respondents’ income in the previous year as one of the control variables. Five percent 

of the sample did not provide their income information. Following prior research 

employing longitudinal income data (Cheng, 2014), I impute missing income by 

using the closest income record of each respondent in the past three years. For 

household income, 21.5 percent of the sample reported that they either did not 

respond or reported that they did not know. Any approaches to handle missing data, 

when the missingness presumably happens not at random, can be expected to produce 

biased results. Instead of the household income variable, I thus used respondents’ 

self-rated financial circumstances as a proxy for household income, which were 

measured on a 5-point scale (1 = affluent, 2 = relatively affluent, 3 = average, 4 = 

relatively poor, and 5 = poor). I reverse-coded the answer categories so that 5 

indicates the best and 1 indicates the worst financial status. 

For part of the analysis, I included respondents’ job title, occupation, and size 

of the workplace. In addition, I also introduced a series of variables measuring 

multiple dimensions of job characteristics. To identify the dimensions of job 

characteristics underlying the measured items, I performed factor analysis with a 

series of questions measured on a 4-point scale (1 = very much, 2 = to some extent, 3 

= not so much, and 4 = not at all) which I first reverse coded. Two factors with an 

eigenvalue greater than 1 emerged. Based on the results of the analysis, I created an 

index variable that measures the degree to which respondents have job autonomy with 
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two items which assess the extent to which respondents are able to decide their own 

working pace and the way they perform their jobs. The index variable measuring the 

extent to which respondents’ job enables skill growth is comprised of two other items 

which assess the extent to which they have learning opportunities and opportunities to 

improve job skills in the workplace. I averaged scores on the two sets of items and 

created two indices, the “job autonomy” index and the “job enabling skill growth” 

index (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.74 and 0.72, respectively). The results of the factor 

analysis show that the absolute value of the standardized loading of the two variables 

measuring respondents’ job flexibility and job insecurity are smaller than 0.3, 

suggesting that these items capture different aspects of job characteristics by 

themselves. Therefore, I separately included two additional variables by using the 

responses to a question about the extent to which respondents are able to adjust their 

work schedule according to their personal needs and how likely they think it is that 

they will lose their job within a year. 

Other variables regarding job characteristics are: whether many jobs require a 

lot of teamwork or can be mostly done independently, whether or not their workplace 

provides opportunities for career advancement, and whether or not their workplace is 

stressful. These three variables come from a multiple-choice question asking 

respondents to choose all the items that apply to their workplace. After preparing a 

dummy variable for each item and assigning 1 if the respondents chose each item, and 

0 if they did not, I perform principal component analysis, as the method is more 

common for binary data (Landgraf & Lee, 2020). Three factors having eigenvalues 

greater than 1 emerge. I used the items “the majority of work is team-based” and 



   67 

“employees support one another” to create an index variable measuring the degree to 

which respondents’ jobs require a lot of teamwork and collaboration. I created 

another variable that measures the degree to which respondents’ workplace provides 

opportunities for career advancement with five items: “job rotation option available,” 

“assigns junior employees a mentor for work or life related issues,” “opportunities 

available for receiving advice on career advancement,” and “environment of senior 

employees leading junior employees.” Lastly, the index variable that assess the 

degree to which respondents’ workplace is stressful was based on three items: 

“requiring overwork almost every day,” “normally facing a shortage of workers,” and 

“always struggling to meet deadlines.” The absolute value of the standardized loading 

of the variable assessing whether the majority of respondents’ is performed 

independently does not pass the 0.3 threshold; therefore, I include the binary variable 

separately in the models. 

Missing values of the variables included in the analysis are within 3 percent. I 

used a listwise deletion procedure to handle the missing data. For the purpose of this 

study, I limited my sample to individuals who responded to at least two waves of the 

survey with non-missing values on both the dependent and independent variables, as 

required by fixed effects models. For analytical purposes, I converted the data to 

person–year format. The final sample size is 7,481 person–year observations from 

1,907 male respondents and 9,032 person–year observations from 2,238 female 

respondents. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the sample. 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
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To examine how changes in family responsibilities indicated by 

marital/parental statuses are associated with attitudes toward work, I used fixed 

effects models. Because there may be unmeasured stable characteristics that 

differentiate unmarried from married individuals or parents and non-parents, fixed 

effects models are suitable because the models can minimize such selection biases 

(Allison 2009). In my exploratory analysis, I also fitted fixed-effects ordered logit 

models, as the outcome measure is ordinal response categories (results not shown). 

Since the models do not include observations from respondents whose outcome is 

constant across waves, results of my exploratory analysis indicate fitting the models 

leads to a reduction of around 30% of observations, losing substantial statistical 

power. I therefore choose the fixed effects models over the fixed-effects ordered logit 

models. Based on my hypothesis that being married and becoming a parent are 

differently associated with men’s and women’s work attitudes, I conducted analyses 

separately for each group. 

Results 

Figure 1 presents the unadjusted mean differences for the two outcomes by 

gender and family responsibilities. The top two panels (1-a) and (2-a) show, 

respectively, the average levels of rated importance of work success and aspirations 

to improve work skills by gender and family responsibilities, whereas the bottom two 

panels (1-b) and (2-b) show the same outcomes but limited to observations when 

respondents were in the labor market. The four panels indicate that women on 

average demonstrate a lower degree of enthusiasm toward work achievement than 



   69 

men regardless of whether they have any family responsibilities, when demographic 

and job characteristics are not controlled. 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

The results of a series of fixed effects models are presented in Table 2 and 

Table 3 for women and men, respectively. I begin with the baseline models (Model 1) 

with the key independent variable without control variables, and subsequently add the 

control variables. Models 1 and 2 for both outcomes include all respondents 

regardless of their work status; those who are out of the labor force at the time of the 

survey are included. In Model 3, which is limited to observations of respondents who 

are in the labor market, I included a series of variables indicating job characteristics. 

[TABLES 2 AND 3 ABOUT HERE] 

I hypothesized that being married and becoming a parent are negatively 

associated with work attitudes for women, compared with being never married for 

women (Hypothesis 1). All the models for women show that taking on family 

responsibilities is associated with a decreased level of importance of work success, 

and of aspirations to improve work skills. Model 2 for both outcomes shows a 

negative association even when demographic characteristics of respondents are 

controlled. Furthermore, Model 3 for both outcomes indicates that, even among 

observations when respondents are in the labor force, and when job characteristics are 

controlled, the association between family responsibilities and outcomes remains 

negative. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is supported. Additionally, I conducted two 

exploratory analyses to further assess the changes in the outcomes. First, to test 

whether there are statistically significant differences between “married, no child” and 
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“married, one or more children” for women, I ran the same models first with 

“married, no child” as the reference group (results not shown). The results do not 

provide evidence to show that the change from being married but having no child to 

being a married parent change the outcomes. Second, to test whether there are 

statistically significant differences in the two outcomes as a function of number of 

children, I ran the same models by breaking the category “married, 1 or more 

children” into “married, one child,” “married, two children,” and “married, three or 

more children.” The results do not provide evidence to show that the changes from 

one child to two or two to three or more change the outcomes. 

On the other hand, for men, I expected that there would be a positive 

association between family responsibilities and work attitudes, compared with being 

never married (Hypothesis 2). Neither model 2 or model 3 for the two outcomes 

provide evidence to show that family responsibilities are linked with work attitudes. 

The results therefore do not support Hypothesis 2. 

Lastly, I predicted job characteristics would mediate the effect of family 

responsibilities on attitudes toward work for both genders (Hypothesis 3). For both 

genders, among variables measuring different aspects of job characteristics, when 

respondents’ job is more team-based and collaborative, enables skill growth, when 

there is a higher level of autonomy on the job, and when opportunities for career 

advancement are available (evident only for men), their enthusiasm toward work 

achievement is likely to be greater. In addition, compared to having a position 

without a title, an executive position is associated with elevated awareness of the 

importance of work success for women. Furthermore, compared to being employed as 
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a non-regular employee, being employed as a regular employee is negatively 

associated with both outcomes, but only for women. In other words, switching from 

regular to non-regular employment boosts women’s achievement enthusiasm at work, 

suggesting the difficulty of combining work as a regular employee and family 

responsibilities in the social context of Japan. For women, even after controlling for 

job characteristics, however, Model 3 for importance of work success demonstrates 

that family responsibilities are still negatively associated with the outcome. Model 3 

for aspiration to improve work skills showed similar results. For men, while the 

baseline models (Model 1) indicate that family responsibilities are associated with 

changes in both of the two outcomes, once job characteristics and other control 

variables are included in the models, the associations are no longer observable. The 

results do not provide evidence indicating that job characteristics mediate the effects 

of marriage and parenthood on work attitudes for both genders. Therefore, the results 

do not support Hypothesis 3. Figure 2 is a graphical representation of the results of 

the key independent variable in Model 3 on the two outcomes for both genders. 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

Discussion 

The findings show that family responsibilities are linked with restrained 

enthusiasm toward work achievement among women in the highly gendered 

industrialized social context of Japan. The findings for women are consistent with the 

family responsibilities perspective that highlights family responsibilities that women 

shoulder, whereas for men, taking on spousal and parental roles has little or no 

association with work attitudes. Men’s work attitudes are largely unresponsive to 
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additions of family responsibilities once job and demographic characteristics are 

adjusted. But women’s work attitudes are still negatively associated with family 

responsibilities, even when controlling for job characteristics. The patterns of changes 

in work attitudes over individuals’ life course differ by gender, suggesting that the 

adjusted results do not provide evidence to support the opportunity structures 

perspective, which posits that positions in opportunity structures in the workplace, not 

gender, are primarily responsible for shaping individuals’ work attitudes (Kanter 

1976, 1993). While women in Japan temporarily leave and re-enter the labor force as 

non-regular or contingent workers with less-desirable job characteristics upon 

marriage or childbirth (Brinton 2001; Yu 2005), the results of the present study 

demonstrate that shifts in job characteristics cannot fully explain the change in work 

attitudes for women. 

The findings imply that even if women are in a desirable position in the 

workplace, the demands of family make women scale back their enthusiasm toward 

work achievement. In the gender context of Japanese society, women may curtail the 

enthusiasm after facing work-family conflicts, as they try to fulfill new family 

responsibilities. When women enter into marriage, their achievement enthusiasm at 

work starts to wane even before becoming a parent. The lack of evidence indicating 

being a parent further accelerates the change in work attitudes suggests that women 

may be already thinking ahead about parenthood and downshift their enthusiasm 

toward work achievement upon marriage (Bass 2015). Women’s attitudinal scaling 

back upon marriage may be further encouraged by their husband’s attitudes, as 

previous research suggests that husbands’ attitudes toward their wives’ employment 
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influence women’s own employment attitudes (Spitze and Waite 1981). Especially in 

a country like Japan where marriage involves the interests of and influences from the 

extended family and kinship (Tsuya and Choe 2003), women may also react to 

pressures from their extended family. In any case, either consciously or 

unconsciously, many women in such a gendered context may make a tradeoff 

between active engagement in their work and family caregiving. It is important to 

note that unmeasured variables, such as employers’ discriminatory practices toward 

wives and mothers at the workplace, may explain the change in attitudes. 

Limitations of this study include constraints imposed by the dimensions and 

meaning of the two work attitudes measurements: importance of work success and 

aspiration to improve work skills. The two measurements assess the degree of 

enthusiasm toward achievement in the sphere of work, which is different from work 

commitment measured by women’s imagined work plans at age 35 (Desai and Waite 

1991) or importance of work in the respondents’ lives (Evertsson 2013). Women may 

become committed to work by engaging in the labor market but are not necessarily 

enthusiastic about work or career achievement, as some may work mainly aiming to 

supplement family income. Nevertheless, work attitudes are multidimensional (Judge 

and Kammeyer-Mueller 2012), and the present study identified two work attitudes 

assessing individuals’ degree of achievement enthusiasm in response to changes in 

family responsibilities for women. Furthermore, with respect to subjective assessment 

of the importance of work success, though work success traditionally refers to 

securing a higher position and salary in the labor market, women and men potentially 

define success differently (Dyke and Murphy 2006). Regardless of how respondents 
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define work success, however, the results of this study suggest negative consequences 

of family responsibilities on work attitudes for women. Additionally, the mechanisms 

underlying the association between family responsibilities and work attitudes remain 

unclear, as the JLPS does not include questions regarding division of domestic labor 

between spouses, perceived work-family conflict, or spouses’ work attitudes. Lastly, 

this study focuses on the family responsibilities of spouses and a parents, and not 

others such as a caregivers for the elderly. These limitations point to possible 

directions for future research. 

Despite some limitations, this study advances previous research on the link 

between family responsibilities and attitudes toward work by providing empirical 

evidence regarding how work attitudes change over individuals’ life course based on 

panel data and employing fixed effects models. This case study of Japan reveals that 

entry into marriage triggers shifts in women’s work attitudes even before having 

children. In a normative environment where marriage is prerequisite for childbearing 

and where marriage and childbirth bring highly asymmetric gender relations, once 

married, women may downshift their enthusiasm toward achievement in the sphere of 

work. The findings reaffirm the close link between marriage and childbearing 

(Raymo and Iwasawa 2008) and may have implications for other social contexts 

similar to Japan’s. The findings highlight the limitations of changing women’s 

positions in opportunity structures in the workplace with the objective of motivating 

women to be more ambitious in terms of work achievement. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the analytic sample 

 Total Men Women 

Importance of work success (1-3): 2.1 (0.7) 2.2 (.7) 1.9 (.7) 

Aspiration to improve work skills (1-4): 3.1 (0.8) 3.3 (.7) 3.0 (.8) 

Marital/parental statuses (%):    

     Never married 37.2 42.6 32.8 

     Married, no children 10.7 10.4 10.9 

     Married, 1 or more children 52.2 47.0 56.4 

Work status (%):     

     Not in the labor force   15.5 5.0 24.0 

     Regular employment 54.1 76.5 35.7 

     Non-regular employment 24.7 11.3 35.7 

     Family/Self-employment  5.8 7.2 4.6 

Work hours per day: 7.1 (3.6) 8.9 (2.8) 5.6 (3.7) 

Income (in 1,000,000 yen): 3.0 (2.7) 4.4 (2.9) 1.8 (1.7) 

Self-rated financial status (1-5):  3.0 (.8) 3.0 (.8) 3.0 (.7) 

Age:  35.8 (6.8) 35.8 (6.7) 35.9 (6.8) 

Educational attainment (%):      

     Completed high school or less 32.4 35.0 30.2 

     Completed junior college / vocational school  32.7 20.1 43.1 

     Completed university or higher 35.0 45.0 26.7 

Enrolled in school (%):  2.9 3.2 2.6 

City size (%):    

     Major population center 33.6 36.5 31.2 
     Other city/town/village 66.4 63.6 68.8 

Job title (%)a:    

     No title 75.8 61.9 90.2 

     Assistant manager/Section chief     14.8 22.1 7.2 

     Section manager  4.7 8.4 1.0 

     General manager  1.3 2.4 .3 

     Executives  3.3 5.3 1.3 

Occupation (%)a:    

     Professional/technical 24.6 23.2 26.2 

     Management 1.6 3.0 .1 

     Clerical 27.5 17.2 38.0 

     Sales 12.9 14.3 11.4 

     Service 8.0 5.3 10.9 

     Production site workers/Technical 20.5 29.5 11.3 

    Transportation/security 3.8 6.4 1.1 

     Other 1.1 1.3 1.0 

Size of workplace (%)a:    

     Small [<30 employees] 26.7 26.8 26.5 

     Medium [30-300 employees] 28.1 28.0 28.2 

     Large [>300 employees] 32.1 36.4 27.6 

     Government/municipal offices 5.0 5.0 4.9 

     Unknown 8.2 3.7 12.8 

Schedule flexibility (1-4) a:  2.5 (1.0) 2.4 (1.0) 2.7 (1.0) 

Job autonomy (1-4) a: 2.6 (.8) 2.7 (.8) 2.4 (.8) 

Job enabling skill growth (1-4) a: 2.5 (.9) 2.6 (.8) 2.4 (.9) 

Team-based/collaborative jobs (0-1) a: .5 (.4) .4 (.4) .5 (.4) 

Opportunities for career advancement available (0-1) a: .1 (.2) .1 (.2) .1 (.2) 

Jobs independently done (%)a: 33.8 38.4 29.0 

Stressful workplace (0-1) a: .3 (.3) .4 (.3) .2 (.3) 

Job insecurity(1-4) a: 1.6 (.8) 1.6 (.8) 1.6 (.8) 
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Note: The unit of analysis is person-years. The sample contains 8,707 person-years for men and 10,572 person-

years for women. All numbers followed by parentheses are mean values, with the standard deviation in the 

parenthesis; other values are in percentage (as indicated in the labels). 

a: The sample is limited to observations when respondents were in the labor market. 
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Figure 1. Unadjusted mean differences by gender and family responsibilities 

  

  

Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 (Two-tailed test) The unit of analysis is person-years. The 

sample contains 8,707 person-years for men and 10,572 person-years for women. 

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey  
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Table 2. Fixed effects models predicting women’s attitudes toward work 

 Importance of work success Aspiration to improve work skills 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Married, no child (ref. never 

married) 

-.206*** -.160*** -.171*** -.225*** -.103** -.114** 

 (.027) (.028) (.033) (.031) (.032) (.036) 

     Married, 1 or more children -.237*** -.154*** -.178*** -.326*** -.071+ -.083+ 

 (.027) (.033) (.041) (.031) (.037) (.044) 

Regular employment (ref. non-

regular employment) 

 -.037 -.029  -.046+ -.052+ 

  (.024) (.027)  (.027) (.029) 

     Not employed  -.007 -  -.075* - 

  (.033)   (.037)  

     Family/Self-employment  .038 .029  .034 .037 

  (.037) (.049)  (.043) (.053) 

Work hours per day  .006 .008  .011* .012+ 

  (.005) (.006)  (.005) (.006) 

Income (in 1000,000 yen)  .000 -.000  .000 .000 

  (.000) (.000)  (.000) (.000) 

Self-rated financial status  .014 .010  .028* .029* 

  (.011) (.013)  (.012) (.014) 

Age  -.006*** -.008***  -.023*** -.025*** 

  (.002) (.002)  (.002) (.002) 

Educational attainment (ref. 

completed high school or less) 

      

     Completed junior college / 

vocational school 

 -.012 -.064  .046 .001 

  (.066) (.083)  (.076) (.090) 

     Completed university or 

higher 

 -.207** -.198*  .012 -.099 

  (.069) (.087)  (.079) (.093) 

Enrolled in school (ref. not 

enrolled in school) 

 .091* .040  .119* -.082 

  (.046) (.062)  (.053) (.066) 

City size (ref. Major population 

center) 

      

     Other city/town/village  .011 .030  -.061+ -.054 

  (.031) (.040)  (.036) (.043) 

Job title (ref. No title)       

     Assistant manager/Section 

chief 

  .042   .034 

   (.032)   (.034) 

     Section manager   .007   .098 

   (.076)   (.082) 

     General manager   .140   -.176 

   (.150)   (.161) 

     Executives   .304**   -.013 

   (.101)   (.108) 

Occupation (ref. 

Professional/technical) 

      

     Management   -.100   .118 

   (.177)   (.191) 

     Clerical   -.010   -.023 

   (.039)   (.042) 
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     Sales   -.001   -.069 

   (.045)   (.048) 

     Service   -.042   .029 

   (.041)   (.044) 

     Production site 

workers/Technical 

  .011   -.142** 

   (.048)   (.051) 

     Transportation/security   .009   .007 

   (.113)   (.121) 

     Other   .004   -.028 

   (.121)   (.130) 

Size of workplace (ref. small 

[<30 employees]) 

      

     Medium [30-300 employees]   -.039   -.033 

   (.026)   (.028) 

     Large [>300 employees]   -.043   -.042 

   (.029)   (.031) 

     Government/municipal 

offices 

  .003   .059 

   (.052)   (.056) 

     Unknown   -.022   -.018 

   (.031)   (.033) 

Schedule flexibility    -.003   .006 

   (.009)   (.010) 

Job autonomy   .017   .031** 

   (.011)   (.012) 

Job enabling skill growth   .036***   .062*** 

   (.011)   (.011) 

Team-based/collaborative jobs   .084***   .081*** 

   (.022)   (.023) 

Opportunities for career 

advancement available 

  .043   .048 

   (.041)   (.045) 

Jobs independently done   -.007   .019 

   (.018)   (.019) 

Stressful workplace   .011   -.050 

   (.030)   (.032) 

Job insecurity   -.002   -.001 

   (.010)   (.011) 

Constant 2.066*** 2.219*** 2.210*** 3.242*** 3.798*** 3.740*** 

 (.017) (.083) (.115) (.020) (.095) (.124) 

       

Observations 10,572 10,572 7,725 10,572 10,572 7,725 

Number of respondents 2,245 2,245 2,055 2,245 2,245 2,055 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 (Two-tailed test) 

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey 

 

  



   80 

Table 3. Fixed effects models predicting men’s attitudes toward work 

 Importance of work success Aspiration to improve work skills 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Married, no child (ref. never 

married) 

-.099** -.025 -.026 -.104** -.002 .008 

 (.031) (.032) (.033) (.034) (.035) (.035) 

     Married, 1 or more children -.141*** -.013 -.017 -.136*** .051 .047 

 (.032) (.034) (.035) (.034) (.037) (.038) 

Regular employment (ref. non-

regular employment) 

 .016 .012  .005 -.021 

  (.030) (.034)  (.033) (.036) 

     Not employed  -.054 -  -.014 - 

  (.051)   (.055)  

     Family/Self-employment  .047 .041  .065 .031 

  (.049) (.052)  (.053) (.056) 

Work hours per day  .000 .002  .002 .008 

  (.004) (.005)  (.005) (.005) 

Income (in 1000,000 yen)  .000 -.000  .000 .000 

  (.000) (.000)  (.000) (.000) 

Self-rated financial status  .018 .014  .050*** .031* 

  (.011) (.012)  (.012) (.013) 

Age  -.017*** -.020***  -.027*** -.027*** 

  (.002) (.002)  (.002) (.002) 

Educational attainment (ref. 

completed high school or less) 

      

     Completed junior college / 

vocational school 

 .066 .159+  .237** .168+ 

  (.071) (.088)  (.077) (.094) 

     Completed university or 

higher 

 -.031 .076  .107 .248** 

  (.067) (.087)  (.073) (.093) 

Enrolled in school (ref. not 

enrolled in school) 

 .122* .174**  .115* .160* 

  (.050) (.067)  (.054) (.071) 

City size (ref. Major population 

center) 

      

     Other city/town/village  -.020 -.010  -.016 .000 

  (.034) (.035)  (.036) (.038) 

Job title (ref. No title)       

     Assistant manager/Section 

chief 

  .028   -.028 

   (.021)   (.023) 

     Section manager   .060+   -.053 

   (.035)   (.037) 

     General manager   .087   -.058 

   (.054)   (.058) 

     Executives   .091+   -.001 

   (.052)   (.055) 

Occupation (ref. 

Professional/technical) 

      

     Management   .058   -.069 

   (.060)   (.064) 

     Clerical   -.003   -.056 

   (.039)   (.042) 



   81 

     Sales   -.071   -.058 

   (.044)   (.047) 

     Service   -.046   -.043 

   (.055)   (.059) 

     Production site 

workers/Technical 

  -.028   -.066 

   (.042)   (.045) 

     Transportation/security   .007   -.005 

   (.063)   (.067) 

     Other   .030   -.010 

   (.125)   (.133) 

Size of workplace (ref. small 

[<30 employees]) 

      

     Medium [30-300 employees]   -.052+   -.026 

   (.028)   (.030) 

     Large [>300 employees]   -.073*   -.033 

   (.032)   (.035) 

     Government/municipal 

offices 

  -.041   .009 

   (.055)   (.058) 

     Unknown   -.076+   -.005 

   (.045)   (.048) 

Schedule flexibility    .010   -.006 

   (.009)   (.009) 

Job autonomy   .042***   .035** 

   (.011)   (.012) 

Job enabling skill growth   .031**   .086*** 

   (.011)   (.012) 

Team-based/collaborative jobs   .040+   .086*** 

   (.021)   (.022) 

Opportunities for career 

advancement available 

  .114**   .111** 

   (.039)   (.041) 

Jobs independently done   -.014   -.005 

   (.016)   (.017) 

Stressful workplace   -.015   -.066* 

   (.026)   (.028) 

Job insecurity   -.014   -.014 

   (.010)   (.011) 

Constant 2.319*** 2.786*** 2.669*** 3.335*** 3.906*** 3.663*** 

 (.017) (.092) (.115) (.019) (.099) (.123) 

       

Observations 8,707 8,707 7,938 8,707 8,707 7,938 

Number of respondents 1,914 1,914 1,866 1,914 1,914 1,866 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 (Two-tailed test) 

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey 
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Figure 2. Predicted change in outcomes by gender and family responsibilities 

(A) 

 

(B) 

 
 

Note: The unit of analysis is person-years. The sample is limited to observations when respondents were in the 

labor market, containing 7,938 person-years for men and 7,725 person-years for women. Estimates are based on 

Models 3 in Tables 2 and 3. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals. 

Data source: Japanese Life Course Panel Survey 
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Conclusion 
My dissertation aimed to contribute to the scholarship on family, gender, well-

being, and work in several ways. First, my dissertation has provided new empirical 

evidence by testing different theoretical perspectives proposed by previous studies—

namely, 1) social control theory, 2) time scarcity perspective on how transitions into 

romantic unions and parenthood are linked to changes in meal patterns, 3) protective 

effect theory on the relationship between transitions into marriage and changes in 

well-being, 4) opportunity structures perspective, and 5) family role perspective on 

the association between changes of family responsibilities as a spouse/parent and 

attitudes toward work. Three chapters strengthen these theories or suggest the need to 

revise them. 

Using four rounds of nationally representative U.S. panel survey data 

(NLSY97) and fixed effects models, chapter 1 of my dissertation examined whether 

and how transitions to marriage/cohabitation/parenthood are associated with gender-

specific changes in meal-skipping patterns. The results indicate that romantic unions 

(either marriage or cohabitation) are linked with less frequent meal skipping, but in 

ways that differ by gender. For men, entering a marital union (and cohabiting, to a 

smaller extent) is associated with less meal skipping. For women, only entering a 

cohabiting union is associated with less meal skipping. The findings on union 

formation for both genders are consistent with social control theory, whereas for 

mothers, they are better explained by perceived time scarcity. The empirical findings 

add to previous research showing family ties do not necessarily facilitate healthy 

behaviors, and the associations between certain family ties and health-related 
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behaviors can be negative. The perceived time demands countervail the positive 

effects from direct and indirect social control from one’s partner. 

Using 9 waves of panel data and fixed effects models, chapter 2 examined the 

relationship between family roles and the subjective well-being of men and women in 

the highly gendered social context of Japan. The results broadly support the 

protective effect theory, which posits that marriage itself has a positive effect on well-

being; however, no association was observed between becoming a wife and self-rated 

health. Contrary to what previous findings suggest, only men’s self-rated health 

negatively responds to the transition to parenthood. The findings challenge the idea 

that the protective effect of marriage can be universally found for both genders across 

countries and illuminate the ways that the normative context shapes the relationship 

between family roles and subjective well-being. 

Chapter 3 examined how the association between family responsibilities with 

changes in attitudes toward work differ by gender by using six waves of panel data of 

a nationally representative sample from Japan and fixed effects models. The results 

indicate that job characteristics mediate the effect of family responsibilities on 

attitudes toward work for men. However, the results do not support the hypothesis 

derived from the opportunity structures theoretical perspective. For women, even 

when controlling for job characteristics, family responsibilities are negatively 

associated with work attitudes. The results for women are in line with the family 

responsibilities perspective. This chapter revealed that entry into marriage triggers 

shifts in women’s work attitudes even before having children. The empirical findings, 

which may apply to other contexts similar to Japan, highlight potential limitations of 
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strategies aiming to improve women’s enthusiasm toward work achievement by 

improving their workplace positions alone. 

This dissertation also contributes to scholarship on family, gender, and well-

being by analyzing differences in outcomes by gender, highlighting the gendered 

significance of family life events (marriage/cohabitation/parenthood) among 

individuals in early to middle adulthood in the United States and Japan. Similarly, my 

dissertation also underscored the importance of country context when examining the 

link between family life events and well-being/attitudes toward work by assessing 

Western-emergent theories in Japan. I use Japan as an illustrative case of a national 

context where family life events bring extremely sharp divisions of labor within the 

family. 

This dissertation employed fixed effects models, which can help minimize 

selection bias (Allison 2009). By adjusting for the selectivity into different romantic 

union/parental status with fixed effects models, I could more precisely estimate the 

effects of family life events on well-being/attitudes toward work than previous studies 

using cross-sectional data. 

Lastly, compared to previous studies on these topics, my dissertation relied on 

more finely measured event history data for union and parental statuses (4 rounds for 

chapter 1, 9 rounds for chapter 2, and 6 rounds for chapter 3) and relatively longer 

windows of observations (around 7 years for chapter 1, 10 years for chapter 2, and 11 

years for chapter 3). These higher quality datasets helped estimate the relationships 

more precisely than previous studies. In these ways, my dissertation could also 
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contribute to the existing literature in terms of both the data used and statistical 

methods employed. 

In the next few years, I intend to continue my work to understand the ways in 

which family composition is linked with subjective health, health-related behaviors, 

and attitudes toward work by gender. A new project includes a paper that investigates 

gender differences in the relationship between changes in family structures and health 

behaviors among older adults by using Health and Retirement Study data. Another 

paper investigates whether and how married and cohabiting individuals spend 

mealtime together with their children differently by using the American Time Use 

Survey data. 
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