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How does JAPAN compare?
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The 2016 edition of Society at a Glance examines social well-being and its trends across the
OECD. The number of young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs) remains
elevated in many countries since the crisis; the report therefore focusses on this group of young
people examining the characteristics of those at risk of being NEET along with policies to help
meet the challenge. This edition also includes many new youth-specific indicators on family
formation, self-sufficiency, income and poverty, health and social cohesion.

The NEET rate has fallen in Japan in recent years

NEET rate, 2005-2015
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NEET rates by gender and age, 2014
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Notes: The NEET rate is the share of 15-29-year-olds who are not in employment, education or training. [Figure 1.5]

THE NEET SITUATION

The NEET rate, the proportion of young people who
are not in employment, education or training is low by
OECD standards and fell in Japan in recent years,
bucking the trend of most OECD countries who
experienced a rise in the NEET rate as the Great
Recession took hold.

The Japanese education system performs very well in
ensuring that most young people complete secondary
school - the share of young people who leave school
without (immediately) obtaining upper secondary
education is estimated to be below 6%. The share of
youth aged 25-34 who have obtained tertiary
education is 60% - the second highest rate in the OECD,
and significantly above the OECD average of 42%. In
this context, the lack of an adequate education can be
particularly challenging. Young people without tertiary
education are 7 percentage points more likely to be
NEET than young people with tertiary education (20%
vs. 13%): the difference is particularly pronounced
among women — 30% of young women aged 25-29 who
do not have a third-level degree are NEET.
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NEET rates for women are over 70% higher than for
men, above the OECD average where NEET rates for
women are about 40% higher than men’s [Figure 1.11].
Young women are significantly more likely to be
inactive than young men. There is no gap in inactivity
amongst the younger (15-19) age group. Inactivity
rates for women aged 20-24 are nearly twice as high as
for men in the same age group and three times higher
in the 25-29 age group. This gap is likely driven by
childcare responsibilities: indeed, maternal
employment rates in Japan are one of the lowest in the
OECD, standing at just over 50% compared to 65% in
the OECD on average. Maternal employment rates are
particularly low for mothers with children under 5.

One group of inactive NEETs are the hikikomori, i.e.
young people who permanently withdraw from their
social environments, eschewing employment and social
interaction. The government estimates that there were
around 265 000 hikikomori youth between 20 and 29
years in 2015. These young people are particularly hard
to reach by public services.
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OVERVIEW OF OTHER SOCIAL INDICATORS

Voter turnout is low but so too is political
disinterest

Levels of trust in others in Japan are around the OECD
average [Figure 7.4] but confidence in national
government is slightly below average [Figure 7.5].
Voter turnout is on the low side with 52% voting in the
last parliamentary elections compared to 67% across
the OECD [Figure 7.7]. Voter turnout rates are even
lower for those under 24. Despite this low voter
turnout a relatively small proportion of both youth
and the total population report having no interest in
politics with only Germany and Denmark having lower
rates of political disinterest [Figure 7.9]. Just one in ten
youth in Japan report no interest in politics compared
to one in four across the OECD.

Fertility rates are low

The fertility rate in Japan is low, standing at 1.4
children per woman, below the OECD average of 1.7
and substantially below the 2.1 rate needed to keep
the population constant [Figure 3.4]. Meanwhile, the
average age of women at first birth has risen
substantially from 27.5 to 30.6 between 1995 and 2014
and is significantly above the OECD average of 28.7
[Figure 3.6]. Due to the ageing population and low
birth rates Japan has the highest old age dependency
ratio (i.e. number of people of retirement age per 100
of working age) in 2015 across the OECD: just under
50%, set to rise to 80% by 2060 [Figure 3.13]. In this
context, policies that help young women to combine
work and family responsibilities are of particular
importance.

Unemployment is low and skill levels high

Japan has the second lowest unemployment rate
across the OECD, 3.2% in 2016 compared to 8.1%
across the OECD [Figure 4.4]. Japan is also one of the
best performers in the OECD with regards to skill
levels — less than 3% of youth (16-29) and adults (30-
54) have low literacy skills, the lowest rates in the
OECD and less than 7% of youth and adults have poor
numeracy skills [Figure 4.7/4.8]. Despite low
unemployment rates labour market worries are high
in Japan - 82% of the youth population and 76% of the
overall population report worrying about losing their
job or not finding one, exceeded only by Korea and

Mexico [Figure 7.6].
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Incomes and poverty

Median income is slightly ahead of the OECD average
[Figure 3.1]. Disposable income levels rose in Japan
between 2007 and 2013 by around 2% while in most
OECD countries incomes stagnated or fell. Youth
experienced a lower than average increase in income,
but still saw a small increase of just over 1%, unlike in
most OECD countries. [Figure 3.3] Poverty rates are
higher than average, however — 16% of the total
population, and 20% of all young people aged 18-25
are below the poverty line compared to 11% overall,
and 14% for young people, across the OECD [Figure
5.6].

Life expectancy is high but health levels are poor
and suicide rates high

Japan has the highest life expectancy across the OECD
of 84 years, up substantially from 72 in 1970 [Figure
6.1]. Self-reported health status is, however, one of
the lowest across the OECD with only 35% of Japanese
adults reporting themselves to be in good health
compared to 69% across the OECD [Figure 6.4]. This
ranges from 28% for the poorest fifth of the population
to 40% of the richest fifth, a 42% gap, larger than the
30% average gap across the OECD [Figure 6.5].
Smoking rates are in line with the OECD average
[Figure 6.11] while alcohol consumption rates are
lower than average [Figure 6.12]. Japan has the second
highest suicide rate in the OECD of 18.7 per 100 000
persons, compared to 12.1 per 100 000 across the
OECD, only Korea has a higher suicide rate [Figure 6.6].
Life satisfaction rates in Japan tend to be lower than

average [Figure 7.1].
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