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Are Married Women Really Wealthier Than Unmarried 
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ABSTRACT  Using microdata from the Japanese Panel Survey of Consumers, this article 
examines the relationship between marriage and wealth among women. By exploiting 
unique data on personal wealth, it also assesses whether the wealth effect of marriage 
differs depending on whether wealth is measured as household or personal wealth, an 
issue that very few studies have examined. When wealth is measured as equivalized 
household net worth, on the assumption that married couples share household resources 
equally, marriage is found to contribute to women’s wealth holdings but only to their 
non­fi­nan­cial net worth; how­ever, the results show signs that mar­riage also con­trib­utes 
to women’s total net worth as marriage durations increase. By contrast, when wealth 
is measured as personal net worth based on the actual ownership of assets, marriage 
is found to be neg­a­tively and sig­nifi­cantly asso­ci­ated with women’s wealth hold­ings. 
These find­ings under­score the fact that Jap­a­nese women are poten­tially in a finan­cially 
vulnerable position even after marriage, which is at least partly driven by married 
women’s career disruptions arising from their family responsibilities.
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Introduction

Family struc­ture has been chang­ing sig­nifi­cantly in many, if not all­, devel­oped coun-
tries. Fewer people are marrying today than in the past, and both the average age 
at first mar­riage and the divorce rate have been ris­ing. Such trends raise the impor­
tant question of how singles fare in terms of wealth accumulation compared with 
their married counterparts. Wealth is an important measure of well-being: it provides 
resources to maintain living standards during economic hardship and is an important 
source of funds for living expenses during old age and for intergenerational transfers. 
A growing literature has examined the relationship between marriage and wealth, 
gen­er­ally find­ing a pos­i­tive effect of mar­riage on wealth (e.g., Frech et  al. 2017; 
Painter et al. 2015; Ruel and Hauser 2013; Ulker 2009; Vespa and Painter 2011).

However, the lit­er­a­ture has a num­ber of impor­tant gaps. First, pre­vi­ous stud­ies 
typically used household wealth as their main outcome variable, largely because of 
the unavailability of data on personal wealth. If a couple shares household resources 
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462 Y. Niimi

equally, as commonly assumed, using household wealth to analyze the wealth effect 
of mar­riage should not be a prob­lem. However, given that an indi­vid­ual’s con­tri­bu­
tion to house­hold wealth likely affects their access to house­hold wealth, wives might 
have less access to it because they tend to earn less than their husbands. Moreover, 
even if spouses fully share each other’s wealth regardless of the actual ownership of 
wealth, relying on one’s spouse to share their personal wealth may create undesired 
eco­nomic depen­dency within the cou­ple (Lersch 2017).

Second, previous studies predominantly examined the instantaneous effect of mar
riage on wealth. Although some stud­ies looked at the effect of mar­riage dura­tion 
on wealth, their estimation strategy assumed a linear relationship between marriage 
dura­tion and wealth (e.g., Frech et al. 2017; Ulker 2009; Zagorsky 2005). However, 
mar­ried cou­ples are likely to expe­ri­ence impor­tant changes through their mar­ried 
lives, which might alter the wealth effect of marriage over time.

Third, most previous studies used data on Australia, Europe, and the United 
States. To the best of my knowl­edge, no pre­vi­ous study has exam­ined the rela­tion­
ship between marriage and wealth in Japan. It is not clear whether previous studies’ 
find­ings for Western soci­e­ties apply to other parts of the world, such as Asia, where 
gender roles within households are more clearly delineated than in Western societies.

The main aim of this study is to fill the afore­men­tioned gaps in the lit­er­a­ture. 
Using microdata from the Jap­a­nese Panel Survey of Consumers (JPSC), I exam­ine 
the relationship between marriage and wealth in the case of Japan. The analysis is 
focused on women, given long-stand­ing con­cerns regard­ing their finan­cial secu­rity 
as they age; such con­cerns are par­tic­u­larly strong for women who remain sin­gle or 
experience disruptions, such as marital dissolution and widowhood.

In this arti­cle, I address three key research ques­tions. First, by exploiting the avail­abil­
ity of data on personal wealth, I examine the association between marriage and wealth in 
the case of women and determine whether this association differs depending on whether 
wealth is measured as household or personal wealth, an issue that very few studies have 
examined. Second, going beyond the literature, I examine how the association between 
marriage and wealth evolves throughout the marriage and whether this over-time asso
ci­a­tion dif­fers between house­hold and per­sonal wealth and between finan­cial and non­fi­
nancial wealth. Third, by examining the case of Japan, I assess whether marriage wealth 
premiums observed in Western societies are also observed in Japan.

Although the JPSC provides unique data on personal wealth, the data are not 
with­out lim­i­ta­tions. Most impor­tantly, when fam­ily mem­bers jointly own non­fi­nan­
cial wealth, the data do not indicate each family member’s exact ownership share, 
although they identify family members who have joint ownership of the asset. This 
lack of pre­ci­sion cer­tainly poses a non­triv­ial con­straint on the anal­y­sis, and the results 
need to be interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, the data provide a unique oppor
tunity to examine how married couples share their wealth and how marriage affects 
women’s wealth accumulation capacity.

Institutional Context

Japan has a unique institutional context. For example, the country follows a separation 
of prop­erty regime, mak­ing it dif­fi­cult for mar­ried cou­ples to share house­hold wealth. 
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463Are Married Women Really Wealthier Than Unmarried Women?

Partly because of this mar­i­tal regime, joint bank accounts are vir­tu­ally non­ex­is­tent, 
and sav­ings are held indi­vid­u­ally. However, if a mar­ried cou­ple has a bank account 
in one of the spouses’ name, the other spouse can apply for an addi­tional bank card 
(a “fam­ily card”) to access this account. Wealth trans­fers between spouses are sub­
ject to gift taxes, with an annual exemp­tion of 1.1 mil­lion yen (about US$10,000).1 
Transfers for financ­ing liv­ing expenses and chil­dren’s edu­ca­tion are also exempt from 
gift taxes.

In addition to the aforementioned annual gift tax exemption, a special provision 
allows for a gift tax exemp­tion of up to 20 mil­lion yen (about US$182,000) for trans­
fers of a residential property or money for acquiring a residential property between 
spouses who have been mar­ried for 20 or more years; a given cou­ple can use this 
exemption only once in a lifetime. The situation is different for a young couple that 
has been mar­ried for fewer than 20 years when the wife does not have suf­fi­cient 
sav­ings to pay for her share or does not have suf­fi­cient income to obtain a loan for 
her share: in this case, jointly purchasing the property will require the payment of 
gift taxes because the tax office will assume that the hus­band trans­ferred part of his 
wealth to his wife to enable the joint pur­chase. Thus, mar­ried cou­ples are unlikely to 
have joint ownership of their residence when the wife does not have her own income 
or suf­fi­cient wealth.

Although wealth transfers between spouses are subject to gift taxes, wealth accu
mulated during marriage is treated as joint assets upon divorce or one of the spouses’ 
death. In the case of divorce, a spouse can claim part of the wealth accumulated during 
marriage, even if it is in the other spouse’s name. The exception is for wealth acquired 
through intergenerational transfers, which remains in the hands of the recipient.

In the case of one of the spouses’ death, Japan’s Civil Code dictates that the surviv
ing spouse’s stat­u­tory share is half of the deceased’s estate; the other half is divided 
among the children. Nevertheless, if the surviving spouse inherits the residence, most 
or all­ of the finan­cial assets could go to the chil­dren because hous­ing typ­i­cally rep­
resents a large share of household wealth in Japan. As a result, the surviving spouse 
may not have enough finan­cial assets to finance his or her liv­ing expenses.

To better protect surviving spouses, the inheritance chapter of Japan’s Civil Code 
was amended in July 2018, establishing the sur­viv­ing spouse’s right to con­tinue 
liv­ing in the deceased spouse’s res­i­dence for life or for a spec­i­fied lengthy period 
even if ownership of the residence is transferred to another heir. Because the value 
of the residency right will be set lower than the appraised value of the property, the 
sur­viv­ing spouse can obtain more finan­cial assets by obtaining the res­i­dency right 
while another heir inherits the property than by inheriting the property to continue 
living there.

Other aspects of Jap­a­nese soci­ety also make Japan an inter­est­ing case to study. 
Over the last few decades, Japan has seen a sig­nifi­cant increase in the share of peo­ple 
who never marry. The share of men and women who had never been married by the 
age of 50—sometimes regarded in Japan as the share of those who will never marry in 
their lifetime—increased from 5.6% and 4.3% in 1990 to 23.4% and 14.1% in 2015, 

1  This fig­ure and all­ con­ver­sions through­out the paper are based on an exchange rate of US$1 = 110 
Japanese yen.
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464 Y. Niimi

respectively.2 Moreover, a large share of unmarried people reside with their parents: 
72.2% and 78.2% of 18- to 34-year-old never-mar­ried men and women, respec­tively, 
according to the 2015 Japanese National Fertility Survey.3

The relatively high prevalence of premarital coresidence with parents in Japan 
reflects lim­ited alter­na­tive liv­ing arrange­ments due, at least partly, to such fac­tors as 
the high cost of hous­ing and nor­ma­tive dis­ap­proval of inde­pen­dent liv­ing (Raymo 
and Ono 2007). Some never-married adult children live with their parents to enjoy the 
com­forts of life: they are some­times called “par­a­site sin­gles” (Yamada 1999). How-
ever, recent studies suggest that such arrangements are enjoyed mainly by relatively 
young adult children and that these never-married children may eventually need to 
sup­port their elderly par­ents and pro­vide elderly care (e.g., Okaze 2014; Takada 
2005). In addition, because of the increased share of irregular employment over 
the last few decades,4 particularly among women, some adult children reside with 
their parents out of necessity rather than to enjoy a high level of disposable income 
(e.g., Kitamura and Sakamoto 2007; Shikata 2018). Given these trends, Takagi and 
Silverstein (2006) argued that the composition of multigenerational households in 
Japan is shifting toward a type that prioritizes both generations’ instrumental concerns 
above traditional norms.

The JPSC’s information on personal wealth enables me to include in the estima
tion sam­ple respon­dents who reside with their par­ents with­out con­flat­ing respon­
dents’ wealth with their parents’ wealth. It also allows me to examine whether living 
with parents helps adult children accumulate wealth.

Literature Review

Marriage and Wealth

Marriage has gen­er­ally been found to aid wealth accu­mu­la­tion (e.g., Frech et  al. 
2017; Painter et  al. 2015; Ruel and Hauser 2013; Ulker 2009; Vespa and Painter 
2011). Assuming that wealth accumulation is a function of income, saving, invest
ment strategy, and intergenerational transfers, there are a number of possible reasons 
why wealth holdings are expected to be greater for married couples than for unmar
ried individuals. Marriage may be a wealth-enhancing institution by altering total 
house­hold pro­duc­tion and con­sump­tion pat­terns. Efficiency gains from the divi­sion 
of labor could increase the total output of married couples relative to the aggregation 
of out­puts pro­duced sep­a­rately by each part­ner (Becker 1981). Moreover, married 
cou­ples may ben­e­fit from econ­o­mies of scale in con­sump­tion, which may trans­late 
into addi­tional wealth. These mar­riage-related advan­tages are likely to allow mar­ried 
couples to accumulate wealth faster than they would as two single individuals. Even 

2  These shares are obtained from Population Statistics 2020 (avail­­able at https:​/​/www​.ipss​.go​.jp​/index​-e​
.asp).
3  These data are available at http:​­/​­/www​­.ipss​­.go​­.jp​­/ps​­-doukou​­/j​­/doukou15​­/doukou15_gaiyo​­.asp.
4  Irregular employ­ees include those who work as a part-time worker, tem­po­rary worker, fixed-term 
worker, or dis­patched worker from a tem­po­rary agency.
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465Are Married Women Really Wealthier Than Unmarried Women?

with the same saving rate, married couples may accumulate more wealth over time 
than unmarried women because men generally have higher earnings than women and 
marriage allows for dual income.

Wealth may also be enhanced through investment, which is determined by such 
fac­tors as the level of finan­cial lit­er­acy and/or risk pref­er­ences. Given that men are 
gen­er­ally found to have a higher level of finan­cial lit­er­acy than women (Lusardi 
and Mitchell 2008) and that women tend to be more risk averse than men (Croson 
and Gneezy 2009), married couples may allocate their wealth in a way that yields a 
higher return on their assets com­pared with unmar­ried women (Bertocchi et al. 2011; 
Christiansen et al. 2015). Married cou­ples may also ben­e­fit from the finan­cial secu­
rity and resource pooling associated with marriage. In addition, the long-term com
mitment that marriage usually implies may help married couples purchase a house 
(Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2011; Hendershott et al. 2009), which contributes to greater 
wealth accu­mu­la­tion (Di et al. 2007; Turner and Luea 2009).

Intergenerational transfers may also be greater for married couples than for 
unmarried individuals, inasmuch as they could receive transfers from either spouse’s 
par­ents. Moreover, Hao (1996) found that marriage reinforces the wealth-enhancing 
effect of pri­vate finan­cial trans­fers.

Although a growing literature has examined the relationship between marriage 
and wealth, most previous studies used data on Western societies. I examine whether 
the marriage wealth premiums observed in Western societies are also observed in 
Japan. To the best of my knowl­edge, no pre­vi­ous study has exam­ined the rela­tion­ship 
between marriage and wealth in Japan despite the country’s increase in the number of 
never-married individuals and the resulting growing concern about whether singles 
are accu­mu­lat­ing suf­fi­cient wealth for old age.

Distribution of Wealth Within Married Couples

The literature is also limited in predominantly using household wealth as the main out
come var­i­able, largely owing to the unavail­abil­ity of data on per­sonal wealth. House-
hold surveys usually collect wealth data at the household level. The use of household 
wealth to examine the wealth effect of marriage essentially assumes that married cou
ples equally share house­hold wealth. Hence, if this assump­tion holds, using house­hold 
wealth to ana­lyze the wealth effect of mar­riage should not be a prob­lem. However, 
if this assumption does not hold, using personal wealth, which considers the actual 
ownership of wealth, may be more appropriate. That is, whether the effect of marriage 
on per­sonal wealth diverges from its effect on house­hold wealth is likely to depend 
largely on how household resources are distributed within married couples.

Two mod­els pre­dom­i­nate in the the­o­ret­i­cal work on intrahousehold resource allo­
cation: the unitary and collective models. These models differ in their assumptions 
regard­ing the house­hold’s deci­sion-mak­ing struc­ture. The uni­tary model assumes that 
the couple acts as a single unit and pools their incomes and maximizes a single com
mon util­ity func­tion (Becker 1981). Alternatively, the collective model assumes that 
the couple acts as a collective unit in which each spouse has different preferences and 
the observed household consumption, saving, and investment patterns are the result 
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of bargaining within the cou­ple (Chiappori 1988).5 If the spouses do not pool their 
resources, as assumed in the col­lec­tive model, each spouse is likely to have a dif­fer­
ent wealth function, and wealth would be more appropriately measured as personal 
wealth. If a unitary model holds, the choice of wealth measure should not matter.

Empirical evidence from previous research on intrahousehold resource allocation 
tends to sup­port the col­lec­tive model (for a sur­vey of the empir­i­cal lit­er­a­ture, see, 
e.g., Chiappori and Molina 2020). Evidence from relevant studies examining gen
der wealth gaps using personal wealth also challenges the assumption of married 
couples’ equal sharing of household resources. Particularly relevant are studies by 
Grabka et al. (2015) and Lee and Pocock (2007), which examined spousal wealth 
gaps in Germany and South Korea, respec­tively. Both stud­ies found that (1) wives 
tend to hold less wealth in their own name than their hus­bands hold in theirs and (2) 
the spousal wealth gap depends on the balance of bargaining power between spouses, 
which can be proxied by relative income or the receipt of intergenerational transfers.

Nevertheless, previous studies on the relationship between marriage and wealth 
have pre­dom­i­nantly used house­hold wealth. The only excep­tion is Lersch’s (2017) 
study, which examined the relationship between marriage and wealth using both 
house­hold and per­sonal wealth in Germany. Lersch (2017) found that men and 
women obtain substantial marital wealth premiums in both household and personal 
wealth. For women, though, marriage is wealth-enhancing through the couple’s joint 
invest­ment in hous­ing; mar­riage does not have such an effect on non­hous­ing wealth. 
By con­trast, for men, mar­riage seems to be ben­e­fi­cial for per­sonal wealth accu­mu­la­
tion even for assets other than housing.

In the cur­rent study, I assess whether the find­ing of mar­riage wealth pre­mi­ums in 
both household and personal wealth obtained for Germany also holds for women in 
Japan, where resource pooling in legal terms is hindered by institutional factors, as 
described in the previous section.

Marriage Wealth Premiums Over Time

Although previous studies have generally found a positive effect of marriage on wealth, 
they have predominantly examined the instantaneous effect of marriage on wealth. 
Some studies have explored the effect of marriage duration on wealth, but their estima
tion strat­egy assumes a lin­ear rela­tion­ship between mar­riage dura­tion and wealth (e.g., 
Frech et al. 2017; Ulker 2009; Zagorsky 2005). For instance, Zagorsky (2005) found 
that mar­ried respon­dents’ wealth increases by about 16% per year. Ulker (2009) also 
found that marriage duration is positively associated with household wealth.

However, it is not clear whether the assump­tion of a lin­ear rela­tion­ship between 
mar­riage dura­tion and wealth is appro­pri­ate because mar­ried cou­ples are likely to 

5  In the field of fam­ily research, these the­o­ret­i­cal con­cepts are com­monly referred to as relative and abso­
lute resources. According to the rel­a­tive resource the­ory orig­i­nally for­mu­lated by Blood and Wolfe (1960), 
the balance of power within married couples depends on the relative resources that each spouse brings 
to the household. On the other hand, some studies found that married women have substantial economic 
auton­omy in domes­tic lives because their abso­lute resources mat­ter more than their rel­a­tive resources (e.g., 
Gupta 2007).
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experience a number of important changes during the course of their marriage. The 
current study goes beyond the literature by examining how the relationship between 
marriage and wealth evolves throughout the marriage and whether this over-time 
asso­ci­a­tion dif­fers between finan­cial and non­fi­nan­cial wealth and between house­hold 
and personal wealth.

Data

The data used for the empirical analysis come from the Japanese Panel Survey of 
Consumers, conducted annu­ally by the Institute for Research on Household Eco-
nomics from 1993 to 2016 and by the Panel Data Research Center at Keio University 
since 2017. One of the unique features of this survey is that it focuses on young 
women, both unmarried and married, and traces the same individuals yearly. The 
initial sample at the start of the survey in 1993 comprised 1,500 women aged 24–34. 
Subsequently, the sur­vey added 500 women aged 24–27 in 1997, 836 women aged 
24–29 in 2003, 636 women aged 24–28 in 2008, and 648 women aged 24–28 in 2013. 
Each time, the sur­vey used two-stage strat­i­fied ran­dom sam­pling to ensure that the 
sam­ple was nation­ally rep­re­sen­ta­tive. The rel­a­tively high response rate (e.g., approx­
imately 96% in the case of the 2017 wave) helps ensure the representativeness of the 
sample for the age-group in question. Table A1 in the online appendix compares the 
JPSC data with those from other nationally representative surveys conducted by the 
Government of Japan. Although an exact comparison is not possible, Table A1 shows 
that the JPSC data are broadly consistent with those from other surveys.

I use mainly data col­lected in 2003–2017 (Waves 11–25) because ear­lier waves did 
not col­lect all­ the infor­ma­tion required for the anal­y­sis. However, I obtain infor­ma­tion 
on respondents’ marital history from earlier waves to construct variables regarding 
marital status. The data I use are unbalanced panel data. After I remove observations 
with missing information, the estimation sample comprises 2,923 respondents with 
19,541 individual-year observations. Table A2 in the online appendix shows that the 
composition of the estimation sample is largely consistent with that of the original 
sample.

Estimation Methods

To investigate the relationship between marriage and wealth, I estimate the following 
fixed-effects regres­sion model:

	 wit = α +βMit + γXit + υi + εit , � (1)

where wit is the wealth level of respondent i in year t, Mit contains variables that 
capture the respondent’s marital status, Xit contains variables pertaining to the 
respondent’s time-variant socioeconomic characteristics, υi captures individual time-
invariant unobservable characteristics, and εit is an error term.

The fixed-effects regres­sion model essen­tially focuses on over-time var­i­a­tions for 
the same per­son. Hence, if I include in the esti­ma­tion model a dummy var­i­able for 
being mar­ried, the coef­fi­cient on this var­i­able cap­tures the effect of a tran­si­tion into 
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mar­riage on wealth hold­ings. However, the wealth effect of mar­riage may change 
over time. To exam­ine the short- and long-term effects of mar­riage, I also look at the 
relationship between marriage and wealth for each year after marriage by including in 
the estimation model a set of dummy variables that denote the number of years since 
the respon­dent’s mar­riage (as explained in detail later).

One issue with estimating the relationship between marriage and wealth is the 
poten­tial non­ran­dom sorting of indi­vid­u­als into mar­riage. Estimating a fixed-effects 
regression model eliminates selection bias due to time-invariant unobservable charac
teristics, although the estimates are still potentially subject to bias due to time-variant 
unobservable characteristics. Unfortunately, there are no appropriate instruments for 
the set of marriage duration dummy variables included in the empirical model, thereby 
lim­it­ing the anal­y­sis to iden­ti­fy­ing asso­ci­a­tions between mar­riage and wealth; I can­
not infer causality from the present analysis. Nevertheless, the analysis offers impor
tant insights into the wealth accumulation behavior of married and unmarried women 
over time, which has direct implications for their economic well-being in retirement.

Dependent Variables

As indi­cated in Eq. (1), the depen­dent var­i­ables in this anal­y­sis are var­i­ous mea­
sures of wealth. I use wealth information at both the household and personal levels to 
examine whether the wealth effect of marriage differs across wealth measures. I also 
use finan­cial wealth, non­fi­nan­cial wealth, and the sum of finan­cial and non­fi­nan­cial 
wealth (here­af­ter referred to as total wealth) as depen­dent var­i­ables to see whether 
the relationship between marriage and wealth differs across these types of wealth. I 
express all the wealth variables in the empirical analysis as net worth by subtracting 
the value of loans from the value of wealth.

The sur­vey asks unmar­ried respon­dents to indi­cate the total value of sav­ings and 
the total value of securities held in their name. Savings include various types of 
sav­ings accounts in post offices, banks, and shinkin banks (credit unions), pay­roll 
savings, gold investment/savings accounts, and medium-term government security 
funds. Securities include bonds, stocks, invest­ment trusts, and loan and money trusts 
eval­u­ated at mar­ket prices. The sur­vey asks mar­ried respon­dents to indi­cate the total 
value of savings and the total value of securities held by their households as a whole6 
as well as those held in their own name. The survey also collects information on 
the total value of saving-type insurance in which the respondent and/or, for married 
respondents, her husband is enrolled. Financial wealth is thus calculated by adding 
the total values of savings, securities, and insurance.

Nonfinancial wealth is defined as the mar­ket value of respon­dents’ pri­mary res­i­
dence (house/con­do­min­ium, includ­ing land, if appli­ca­ble). Respondents who live in 
a house/con­do­min­ium that they or their fam­ily mem­bers own are asked to indi­cate 
the mar­ket value and own­er­ship of their pri­mary res­i­dence and land (if appli­ca­ble). 

6  Only finan­cial assets held by the respon­dent, her hus­band, and their chil­dren are included. Unfortunately, 
I can­not sep­a­rate the finan­cial wealth held in the chil­dren’s names from the finan­cial wealth held in the 
respon­dent’s or her hus­band’s name. Nevertheless, the share of finan­cial wealth held in the chil­dren’s 
names is presumably relatively small.
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Unfortunately, in the case of joint ownership, the data do not provide each family 
member’s exact ownership share of the property and land. I therefore assume the 
equal shar­ing of non­fi­nan­cial wealth among fam­ily mem­bers who are joint own­ers.

I then cal­cu­late finan­cial and non­fi­nan­cial net worth by subtracting the total value 
of non­hous­ing and hous­ing loans from the total value of finan­cial and non­fi­nan­cial 
wealth, respec­tively. I cal­cu­late total net worth as the sum of finan­cial and non­fi­nan­
cial net worth. The survey does not collect individual-level information on loans for 
married respondents. I therefore assume that the respondent’s shares of nonhousing 
and hous­ing loans equal her shares of finan­cial and non­fi­nan­cial wealth owned by the 
married couple, respectively.

Because of data unavailability, the wealth variables in this analysis do not include 
the value of second homes, pension wealth, motor vehicles, and consumer dura
bles. Given that men tend to own more of such assets, the wealth accumulation gap 
between mar­ried and unmar­ried women in the pres­ent anal­y­sis is likely to be a lower 
bound of the true gap.

In sum, for the unmarried sample, I construct three dependent variables: personal 
net worth for total, finan­cial, and non­fi­nan­cial wealth. For the mar­ried sam­ple, I con­
struct six depen­dent var­i­ables: house­hold and per­sonal net worth for total, finan­cial, 
and non­fi­nan­cial wealth. When I use house­hold net worth as the depen­dent var­i­
able, I assume that the respondent and her husband share household wealth equally. 
To account for the fact that consumption needs differ by household size, I express 
household net worth as equivalized household net worth by summing the respon
dent’s personal net worth and her husband’s personal net worth and dividing the total 
value by the square root of 2 (i.e., the respon­dent and her hus­band). I do not use total 
house­hold size to make this adjust­ment but con­trol for the num­ber of chil­dren in the 
regression analysis.7

Finally, to cor­rect for the skew­ness of the wealth dis­tri­bu­tion, I trans­form the value 
of the wealth var­i­ables using the inverse hyper­bolic sine (IHS) func­tion. Unlike loga-
rithmic trans­for­ma­tion, IHS allows for retaining neg­a­tive and zero val­ues.

Explanatory Variables

The main explanatory variables of interest in the present analysis concern the respon
dent’s mar­i­tal sta­tus. In the fixed-effects regres­sion mod­els, the coef­fi­cient on a mar­
riage dummy variable captures only the short-term association between marriage and 
wealth. To investigate how the association evolves over time, I also include a set of 
dummy var­i­ables for mar­riage dura­tion. More spe­cifi­cally, I include a var­i­able that 
equals 1 if the respon­dent is mar­ried and is in the tran­si­tion year; a dummy var­i­
able that equals 1 if she is mar­ried and is in the year fol­low­ing the tran­si­tion year; a 
dummy variable that equals 1 if she is married and is in the second year following 
the tran­si­tion year; and so forth, up to 30 years fol­low­ing the tran­si­tion year. For lon­
ger marriage durations, I include a dummy variable that equals 1 if the respondent 

7  In a sep­a­rate regres­sion anal­y­sis (not reported but avail­­able upon request), I used as the depen­dent var­i­
able a mea­sure of equivalized house­hold net worth that also takes into account the num­ber of chil­dren. The 
results were similar to those reported here.
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is married and is in at least the 31st year following the transition year. In addition to 
this set of variables, I include a dummy variable that equals 1 if the respondent is 
divorced. Given that the sample comprises relatively young women, I have too few 
observations on widows to create a separate dummy variable for them. I therefore 
exclude respondents who are widowed from the estimation sample.

I cannot include variables on cohabitation because the JPSC does not collect this 
infor­ma­tion. However, cohab­i­ta­tion remains rel­a­tively rare in Japan. According to 
data from the 2015 Japanese National Fertility Survey,8 among never-mar­ried 18- to 
34-year-olds, only 1.8% of women and 1.7% of men were cohabiting at the time of 
the survey.

Other explanatory variables include the number of children and a dummy vari
able for residing with parents/parents-in-law, which equals 1 only if the respondent 
resides with her parents/parents-in-law and shares living expenses with them. I also 
control for income. For unmarried respondents, I use their personal income. For mar
ried respondents, I calculate the sum of their personal income and their husband’s 
personal income and adjust it for economies of scale in consumption by dividing 
it by the square root of 2, as I do for the wealth variables. In addition, I include the 
total amount of bequests and inter vivos transfers received from the respondent’s 
par­ents/par­ents-in-law dur­ing the past year. I use the IHS trans­for­ma­tion of these 
income and intergenerational transfer variables, as I do for the wealth variables. All 
the wealth, income, and intergenerational transfer variables are expressed in 2017 
yen.

How wealth is dis­trib­uted within mar­ried cou­ples may depend on how the house­
hold bud­get is man­aged. In the JPSC, respon­dents are asked which of 18 types best 
describes how the monthly household budget is managed. On the basis of responses 
to this ques­tion, I sort respon­dents into five categories: (1) the respon­dent receives her 
hus­band’s entire income or the respon­dent is unmar­ried; (2) the respon­dent receives 
part of her hus­band’s income, but she does not share her own income; (3) the respon­
dent receives part of her husband’s income and either shares her own income or does 
not have her own income; (4) the respon­dent and her hus­band man­age their respec­tive 
incomes sep­a­rately; and (5) the respon­dent gives her entire income to her hus­band.

Finally, I con­trol for the key char­ac­ter­is­tics of the respon­dent, includ­ing her age, 
age squared, and employment status. I also include dummy variables for year, region, 
and residing in a major city.

Empirical Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows summary statistics for the dependent and explanatory variables. 
Approximately 37% of women in the sample are unmarried.

The table shows that the average personal total net worth for the full sample is 
about 3.1 mil­lion yen (approx­i­ma­tely US$28,200). As shown in Figure 1, the average 

8  These data are available at http:​­/​­/www​­.ipss​­.go​­.jp​­/ps​­-doukou​­/j​­/doukou15​­/doukou15_gaiyo​­.asp.
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Table 1  Summary statistics

Mean SD Min. Max.

Personal Total Net Worth (IHS-transformed) 1.00 1.30 −4.74 5.79
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen) 3.05 7.15 −57.24 164.32
Personal Financial Net Worth (IHS-transformed) 0.97 1.15 −3.94 5.79
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen) 2.60 5.79 −25.73 164.32
Personal Nonfinancial Net Worth (IHS-transformed) 0.11 0.78 −4.74 5.59
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen) 0.45 3.58 −57.24 133.59
Equivalized Household Total Net Worth (IHS-transformed)a 1.56 1.93 −4.35 6.12
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen)a 7.53 14.73 −38.79 226.88
Equivalized Household Financial Net Worth (IHS-transformed)a 1.63 1.39 −4.31 5.31
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen)a 5.51 8.88 −37.17 101.32
Equivalized Household Nonfinancial Net Worth (IHS-transformed)a 0.39 1.70 −4.39 5.85
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen)a 2.02 9.14 −40.47 173.30

Marital Status
  Never married .29 0 1
  Married .63 0 1
  Divorced .08 0 1
Number of Children 1.23 1.16 0 7
Coresides With Parents/Parents-in-Law .29 0 1
Equivalized Annual Income (IHS-transformed) 1.93 0.60 0 4.61
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen) 3.97 2.40 0 50.35
Intergenerational Transfers (IHS-transformed) 0.04 0.32 0 5.19
  Untransformed value (mil­lion yen) 0.14 1.78 0 90.18
Budget Management
  Respondent con­trols .79 0 1
  Respondent does not share, but hus­band shares .03 0 1
  Respondent shares, and hus­band shares .15 0 1
  Separate management .03 0 1
  Husband con­trols .01 0 1
Respondent’s Characteristics
  Age 37.52 7.96 24 58
  Age squared / 100 14.71 6.25 5.76 33.64
  Employment status
    Regular worker .31 0 1
    Irregular worker .35 0 1
    Self-employed .06 0 1
    Not in labor force .28 0 1
Resides in a Major City .29 0 1
Number of Observations 19,541
Number of Individuals 2,923

Note: IHS = inverse hyperbolic sine.
a Figures for equivalized household net worth are based on the married sample only.

Source: Calculations are based on data from the JPSC.
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per­sonal net worth for the never-mar­ried sam­ple (4.2 mil­lion yen) is sig­nifi­cantly 
greater than that for the mar­ried sam­ple (2.5 mil­lion yen). These fig­ures sug­gest that 
when wealth is measured as personal wealth, married women are not necessarily 
wealth­ier than never-mar­ried women. However, when mar­ried women’s wealth is 
measured as equivalized household net worth on the assumption that married couples 
share house­hold resources equally, mar­ried women have more wealth (7.5 mil­lion 
yen) than their never-married or divorced counterparts.

Taking a closer look at dif­fer­ences in wealth accu­mu­la­tion pat­terns between mar­
ried and never-married women, Figure 2 shows married and never-married women’s 
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Fig. 1  The average level of total net worth (in million yen) by marital status. Spikes indicate 95% confi-
dence intervals. The figure is based on calculations using data from the JPSC.
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aver­age per­sonal total net worth by age-group. For mar­ried women, the fig­ure also 
shows the average equivalized household total net worth. Never-married women accu
mu­late per­sonal wealth (per­sonal total net worth) much faster than mar­ried women. 
However, if wealth is mea­sured as equivalized house­hold total net worth, trends in 
wealth holdings by age-group for married women are similar to those for never-married 
women up to approximately age 50. Thereafter, they diverge: never-married women’s 
wealth holdings start stagnating, whereas married women’s continue to increase. Fig-
ure 2 therefore suggests that the wealth premium of marriage is relatively limited in 
Japan and that it is observed only at a later stage of the life cycle and also only under 
the assumption that married couples share household wealth equally.

Do mar­ried cou­ples share their wealth equally, as is com­monly assumed? Table 2 
shows that married women in Japan own, on average, only about 22% of household 
total wealth (gross wealth). Moreover, among mar­ried cou­ples who own their pri­
mary res­i­dence (and land, if appli­ca­ble), women own, on aver­age, only about 16% 
of their primary residence. According to the JPSC data, among married couples who 
own their primary residence, only about 29% of women own part or all of the resi
dence. Table 2 also suggests that married women’s share of total household wealth 
becomes larger only when they have regular employment.

The relatively small proportion of married women who own all or part of their 
primary residence in Japan is in sharp contrast to that found previously in Germany. 
Lersch (2017) found that married women in Germany accumulate more wealth than 
their never-married counterparts mainly through joint investments in housing with 
their hus­bands. Sierminska et al. (2010) also found that married couples in Germany 
tend to share housing wealth more than nonhousing wealth.

Table 2  Wives’ share of household income and wealth

Mean SD

All Respondents
  Income .18 .19
  Total wealth .22 .26
  Financial wealth .25 .26
  Nonfinancial wealth .16 .28
Employed Respondents
  Income .26 .18
  Total wealth .24 .27
  Financial wealth .28 .27
  Nonfinancial wealth .18 .29
Regularly Employed Respondents
  Income .41 .15
  Total wealth .35 .27
  Financial wealth .37 .28
  Nonfinancial wealth .30 .31

Note: The fig­ures in the table are based on mar­ried respon­dents for whom pos­i­tive amounts were recorded 
for house­hold total income, total wealth, finan­cial wealth, and non­fi­nan­cial wealth.

Source: Calculations are based on data from the JPSC.
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Regression Results

To examine the relationship between marriage and wealth, I conduct a regression 
analysis, as explained earlier. Table 3 shows the esti­ma­tion results for the fixed-effects 
regression models.

To investigate the over-time association between marriage and wealth, I include 
in the estimation model a set of dummy variables for marriage duration instead of 
includ­ing a dummy var­i­able for being mar­ried. The coef­fi­cients on these mar­riage 
duration dummy variables, reported in Figures 3–5, indicate how the wealth pre
mium of marriage changes as marriage durations increase. The base category for 
these marriage duration dummy variables is never married. The solid lines show the 
coef­fi­cients obtained from the regres­sion ana­ly­ses in which per­sonal wealth is used 
to mea­sure both mar­ried women’s and unmar­ried women’s wealth hold­ings; the dot­
ted lines show those obtained from the regression analyses in which personal wealth 
is used to measure unmarried women’s wealth holdings and equivalized household 
wealth is used to measure married women’s wealth holdings. Only the estimated 
coef­fi­cients that are shown in black (i.e., not those in gray) in these fig­ures are sta­tis­
ti­cally sig­nifi­cant.

When personal wealth is used as the wealth measure, marriage is negatively and 
sig­nifi­cantly asso­ci­ated with total net worth through­out the mar­riage (see Figure 
3). A sim­i­lar rela­tion­ship is observed between mar­riage and finan­cial net worth 
(see Figure 4). Figures 3 and 4 also show that, contrary to assumptions in previous 
research, the relationship between marriage and wealth is not linear, suggesting the 
importance of allowing the effect of marriage to be nonlinear. Figure 5 shows that 
the rela­tion­ship between mar­riage and non­fi­nan­cial net worth is only rarely sta­tis­ti­
cally sig­nifi­cant. This find­ing is not sur­pris­ing given that a rel­a­tively small num­ber 
of women own their primary residence in their own name regardless of their marital 
status.

These results are in sharp con­trast to Lersch’s (2017) find­ings of sub­stan­tial 
wealth premiums of marriage for women in Germany regarding not only house
hold wealth but also personal wealth, mainly through joint investment in housing 
with their husbands. Institutional barriers that prevent married couples from hav
ing joint own­er­ship of their res­i­dence when wives do not have suf­fi­cient income or 
wealth may explain the absence of marriage wealth premiums for personal wealth 
in Japan.

Moreover, a relatively large share of women in Japan still experience child-related 
career dis­rup­tions. Even those who remain in the labor mar­ket or return to work after 
child­bear­ing tend to reduce their work­ing hours. Only about 19% of the women in 
the married sample are engaged in regular employment, compared with 52% in the 
unmarried sample. Table 3 shows that, of the employment-related variables, only 
the coef­fi­cients on irreg­u­lar employ­ment are sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant. These coef­fi­
cients are neg­a­tive, suggesting that women in irreg­u­lar employ­ment might work out 
of necessity.

To investigate the implications of women’s employment for their wealth accu
mulation in more detail, I run a regression separating the income variable into two 
variables: one for the respondent’s income and the other for her husband’s income. 
Similarly, I separate the intergenerational transfer variable into two variables: one for 
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transfers from the respondent’s parents and the other for transfers from her parents-
in-law. The relevant regression results are shown in Table 4.9

Table 4 indi­cates that per­sonal finan­cial net worth, and hence total net worth, is accu­
mu­lated mainly through the respon­dent’s income and trans­fers from her par­ents; per­sonal 
non­fi­nan­cial net worth is accu­mu­lated mainly through trans­fers from her par­ents. By 
contrast, the respondent’s husband’s income and transfers from her parents-in-law have 
almost no sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant bear­ing on her per­sonal wealth, which seems to chal­
lenge the commonly made assumption of married couples’ equal sharing of wealth.

Nevertheless, married women potentially have access to all or part of the wealth 
their husbands own. Under the assumption that married couples informally share 
household wealth, it might be more appropriate to use household wealth to measure 
married women’s wealth holdings.

When using equivalized household wealth as the dependent variable for the mar
ried sam­ple, mar­riage is pos­i­tively and sig­nifi­cantly asso­ci­ated with non­fi­nan­cial 
net worth only for respon­dents who have been mar­ried for 11 or more years; this 
effect becomes larger with increas­ing mar­riage dura­tion (see Figure 5). The positive 

9  The remaining regression results are similar to those reported in Table 3. The full regression results are 
available from the author upon request.
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Fig. 3  Estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy variables (total net worth). The solid line noted 
as “personal” shows the estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy variables from the regression 
analysis in which personal wealth is used for both the married and unmarried samples. The dotted line 
noted as “personal/equivalized household” shows the estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy 
variables from the regression analysis in which personal wealth is used for the unmarried sample and 
equivalized household wealth is used for the married sample. The remaining regression results are reported 
in Table 3. Only the coefficients in black (i.e., not those in gray) are statistically significant at the 10% level 
or lower. The figure is based on estimations using data from the JPSC.
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­rela­tion­ship between mar­riage and non­fi­nan­cial wealth is due partly to Jap­a­nese 
adults’ tendency to purchase their primary residence after they marry. Moreover, 
given that the wealth variables in this analysis are expressed as net worth, the posi
tive rela­tion­ship between mar­riage and non­fi­nan­cial wealth might be observed only 
after people pay off a certain amount of their housing loans.

I next exam­ine the cases of total and finan­cial net worth. The rela­tion­ship between 
these two types of wealth and mar­riage is only rarely sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant (see 
Figures 3 and 4). This result is rather surprising given that previous studies predom
inantly found a positive relationship between marriage and wealth, as discussed ear
lier. The limited positive effect of marriage in Japan, even when household wealth 
is used to measure married women’s wealth holdings, may be explained by married 
women’s ten­dency to with­draw from the labor mar­ket or reduce their labor sup­ply 
to meet their fam­ily respon­si­bil­i­ties. Hence, even if mar­ried cou­ples equally share 
the wealth accumulated from husbands’ income, married women may not be able to 
accumulate more wealth than their unmarried counterparts.

However, these results also imply that mar­ried women can accu­mu­late as much 
wealth as unmarried women even if they earn less income, allowing them to enjoy 
a level of economic well-being no lower than that of their unmarried counterparts 
despite their limited labor supply. Furthermore, the empirical results offer some signs 
that the wealth premium of marriage is realized at longer marriage durations, par
ticularly as married couples pay off their housing loans. Given that the sample used 
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Fig. 4  Estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy variables (financial net worth). The solid line 
noted as “personal” shows the estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy variables from the 
regression analysis in which personal wealth is used for both the married and unmarried samples. The dot-
ted line noted as “personal/equivalized household” shows the estimated coefficients on marriage duration 
dummy variables from the regression analysis in which personal wealth is used for the unmarried sample 
and equivalized household wealth is used for the married sample. The remaining regression results are 
reported in Table 3. Only the coefficients in black (i.e., not those in gray) are statistically significant at the 
10% level or lower. The figure is based on estimations using data from the JPSC.
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Fig. 5  Estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy variables (nonfinancial net worth). The solid 
line noted as “personal” shows the estimated coefficients on marriage duration dummy variables from the 
regression analysis in which personal wealth is used for both the married and unmarried samples. The dot-
ted line noted as “personal/equivalized household” shows the estimated coefficients on marriage duration 
dummy variables from the regression analysis in which personal wealth is used for the unmarried sample 
and equivalized household wealth is used for the married sample. The remaining regression results are 
reported in Table 3. Only the coefficients in black (i.e., not those in gray) are statistically significant at the 
10% level or lower. The figure is based on estimations using data from the JPSC.

for the empirical analysis in this study is relatively young, it would be interesting to 
reexamine changes in the association between marriage and wealth over longer dura
tions when the necessary data become available.

The remaining regression results are broadly similar regardless of whether I use 
equivalized house­hold net worth or per­sonal net worth for the mar­ried sam­ple (see Table 
3). The num­ber of chil­dren is neg­a­tively and sig­nifi­cantly asso­ci­ated with finan­cial net 
worth, which suggests that the cost of raising children outweighs the positive effect of 
hav­ing chil­dren on finan­cial wealth, such as incen­tiv­iz­ing par­ents to accu­mu­late wealth 
to leave a bequest. Household income is pos­i­tively and sig­nifi­cantly asso­ci­ated with 
total and finan­cial net worth, as expected. The pos­i­tive asso­ci­a­tion between the receipt 
of intergenerational transfers and total net worth seems driven mainly by its effect on 
non­fi­nan­cial net worth, which is not sur­pris­ing con­sid­er­ing that the share of ­non­fi­nan­cial 
net worth in intergenerational transfers is high in Japan, partly because land/housing is 
expensive and partly because inheritance tax rates are lower on land/housing than on 
finan­cial assets. On the other hand, coresiding with par­ents/par­ents-in-law seems to 
help women accu­mu­late per­sonal total and finan­cial wealth.

Finally, I turn to the implications of household budget management type for wealth 
accu­mu­la­tion. Interestingly, I find that women in house­holds in which the hus­band 
shares his income with his wife have higher personal and household wealth than 
women in households in which the husband gives his entire income to his wife.
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Discussion

In this article, I examined the relationship between marriage and wealth over time 
in the case of Japan using the JPSC data. By exploiting the availability of data on 
personal wealth, I also investigated whether the effect of marriage on wealth differs 
depending on whether wealth is measured as household or personal wealth. The 
use of household wealth assumes that married couples share household resources 
equally.

When I used equivalized household net worth to measure married women’s wealth 
holdings, I found that marriage contributes to women’s wealth holdings but only to 
their non­fi­nan­cial net worth. However, the results pro­vide some signs that mar­riage 
also contributes to women’s total net worth as marriage durations increase. By con
trast, when I measured wealth as personal net worth, I found that marriage is nega
tively and sig­nifi­cantly asso­ci­ated with women’s wealth hold­ings— spe­cifi­cally, with 
their total and finan­cial net worth.

The observed negative effect of marriage on personal wealth in Japan is in sharp 
contrast to the positive effect found for Germany in previous research: married women 
in Germany accumulate their personal wealth largely through joint investment in 
hous­ing with their hus­bands (Lersch 2017). The joint ownership of housing seems to 
be less common in Japan, where a relatively small proportion of married women own 
hous­ing wealth. This dif­fer­ence may be due partly to mar­ried women’s greater like­
li­hood of child-related labor mar­ket exits or work hour reduc­tions in Japan rel­a­tive 
to other devel­oped countries, likely decreas­ing their life­time income. Moreover, this 

Table 4  Estimated coef­fi­cients on respon­dents’ and their hus­bands’ income and inter­gen­er­a­tional 
transfers from respondents’ parents/parents-in-law

Personal Total Net 
Worth

Personal Financial 
Net Worth

Personal Nonfinancial 
Net Worth

Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Respondent’s Annual 
Income 0.121** 0.022 0.125** 0.018 0.007 0.017

Respondent’s Husband’s 
Annual Income −0.011 0.036 0.034 0.028 −0.049† 0.028

Intergenerational Transfers 
From Respondent’s 
Parents 0.169** 0.036 0.077** 0.027 0.119** 0.039

Intergenerational Transfers 
From Respondent’s 
Parents-in-Law −0.010 0.023 −0.022 0.019 0.016 0.024

Number of Observations 19,541 19,541 19,541
Number of Individuals 2,923 2,923 2,923

Notes: The remaining explanatory variables included in Table 3 as well as dummy variables for year and 
region are included in all regressions. Standard errors are clustered at the individual level.

Source: Estimations are based on data from the JPSC.
†p < .10; **p < .01
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possible income loss due to marriage cannot be compensated for by wealth transfers 
from husbands for the purposes of joint investment in housing because wealth trans
fers between spouses are subject to gift taxes in Japan.

These results cast doubt on the commonly made assumption that married couples 
share household wealth equally. At least in Japan, the allocation of intrahousehold 
resources seems more in line with the collective model rather than the unitary model. 
This allocation, in turn, suggests that Japanese women are economically dependent 
on their hus­bands and that their bargaining power within mar­riage is rel­a­tively weak.

Finally, the empirical results obtained in the present analysis underscore the impor
tance of examining the relationship between marriage and wealth over time. I found 
that the relationship changes with marriage duration.

The empirical analysis presented is not without caveats. Although estimating 
fixed-effects regres­sion mod­els helps elim­i­nate selec­tion bias due to time-invari­ant 
unobservable characteristics, the estimates are still potentially subject to possible bias 
due to time-var­i­ant unob­serv­able char­ac­ter­is­tics. The dif­fi­culty of iden­ti­fy­ing appro­
priate time-variant instruments prohibited me from fully addressing this issue, leav
ing it as an important agenda for future research. In addition, the relatively young 
sample prevented me from examining the wealth premium of marriage over a longer 
horizon. Furthermore, although the JPSC provides unique data on personal wealth, 
the data do not provide information on each family member’s exact ownership share 
of non­fi­nan­cial wealth when non­fi­nan­cial wealth is owned jointly among fam­ily 
mem­bers. As a result, I had to make assump­tions to cal­cu­late respon­dents’ per­sonal 
wealth, which is likely to have intro­duced noise to the empir­i­cal anal­y­sis. The results 
should therefore be interpreted with caution.

Nevertheless, the find­ings of the pres­ent anal­y­sis have impor­tant pol­icy impli­ca­
tions. The results sug­gest that pro­mot­ing gen­der equal­ity in the labor mar­ket will help 
women enhance their eco­nomic well-being and accu­mu­late suf­fi­cient wealth for old 
age regardless of their marital status. Equally important is creating an environment 
where mar­ried women can con­tinue work­ing even after mar­ry­ing or bear­ing a child 
to avoid relying so heavily on their husbands for their economic well-being. Finally, 
removing institutional barriers, such as the imposition of gift taxes on wealth trans
fers between spouses, will help promote the equal sharing of household wealth within 
mar­ried cou­ples—per­haps even in a legal sense. ■
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