
　　How Has Japanese Society Evolved Over the Past 50 Years? 
                                                          Shigemi Nagasawa  
 
 Over the past 50 years, Japan’s population has changed significantly. In the 1970s, the 
population was still growing, families were generally large, and Japan had a relatively young 
age structure. The population reached a peak of about 128 million around 2008, but it has 
declined since then. Today, Japan has a rapidly aging and shrinking population, with few 
children and a growing proportion of people aged 65 and over.  
 One major reason for these changes is the declining birth rate. People are marrying later or 
choosing not to marry, and many couples are having fewer children. The high cost of 
housing and education, job insecurity, demanding work environment, and the difficulty of 
balancing employment and childcare have all contributed to this trend. At the same time, 
people are living longer, which has increased proportion of elderly people in society.  
 These demographic changes have affected many aspects of daily life. Rural areas have 
experienced population decline, consolidation of schools, labor shortages, and the 
disappearance of social services. In contrast, large cities continue to attract young people, 
although they also face problems such as overcrowding and high living costs. Japan has 
increasingly relied on older people remaining in the workforce and has gradually accepted 
more foreign workers to address labor shortages.  
 The changing population has also influenced family structures. In the past, it was more 
common for several generations to live together, but today many elderly people live alone or 
only with their spouse. The number of single-person households has increased, creating 
concerns about social isolation, elderly care, and support for people living alone.  
 The way boy and girl are treated and educated at school has also changed. In the past, 
schools often reinforced traditional gender roles, such as encouraging boys to study science 
and technology while expecting girls to focus more on home economics and domestic 
responsibilities. Boys and girls were sometimes given different expectations about their 
behavior, future careers, and responsibilities. Today, schools generally place greater 
emphasis on treating students equally, offering the same educational opportunities, and 
encouraging boys and girls to pursue any subject or career they choose. Although some 
differences in attitudes and practices remain, education has increasingly promoted gender 
equality and challenged traditions stereotypes. 
 Legal reforms have also supported these changes. The Equal Employment Opportunity Act 
was enacted in 1985 and has been revised several times. It prohibits discrimination based on 
sex in areas such as recruitment, hiring, assignment, promotion, and training, and it has 
helped promote greater equality in the workplace. Although challenges such as gender pay 
gap, unequal career opportunities and the unequal distribution of childcare and housework 
remain, the law has contributed to changing expectation about women’s employment and 
men’s and women’s roles.  
 For women in particular, opportunities for education and employment have expanded, and 
it has become increasingly common for women to continue working after marriage and 
childbirth. At the same time, traditional expectations about family and gender roles have 
gradually weakened.  
 For those of us who have lived through much of this period, it is interesting to look back 
and consider what we have gained and what we have lost, and what kind of society we 
would like to see in the future. 
 
Questions  
1.​ How has Japan’s population changed over the past 50 years? What are the main causes 

of population decline and aging? What kind of measures do you think we should take to 
stop the trend? 

2.​ How have population changes affected families, communities, schools and the labor 



market? Where do you feel the effects of population change most strongly: in family 
structures, local communities, or the workplace? 

3.​ How have people’s lifestyles and values evolved during your lifetime? Which 
development do you think have had the greatest impact? 

4.​ How have the roles and expectations of men and women shifted? Do you think the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Act works well for gender equality in the workplace? 

5.​ How have schools shifted the way they treat and educate boys and girls?  
6.​ How do you feel today’s female students, compare to those of your generation? How 

have their opportunities, attitudes, lifestyles, and expectations shifted? What similarities 
and differences do you notice?  

7.​ Imagine what kind of country Japan will be 50 years from now. 
 


