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Introduction 
 

Background 
 

The research presented in this report is the outcome of a collaborative project between 
researchers at the Universities of Sheffield and York in England and Ritsumeikan 
University in Japan building on existing links between the University of Sheffield and 
Ritsumeikan. In particular, this research project aimed at building these existing links 
(and expanding them with the involvement of the University of York) and to extend the 
collaborative work conducted to date by exploring in more detail issues of social 
cohesion and social geography patterning in both Japan and Britain and their 
relationship to health, well-being and happiness. The research builds on recent work 
entitled “The Spirit Level” by Professors Pickett and Wilkinson suggesting that Japan is 
one of the most harmonious of affluent countries in the world (see Figure 1) , whereas 
Britain one of the most unequal and hence disharmonious.  The research presented in 
this report aims to revisit the “Spirit Level” evidence according to which Japan is a more 
equitable and hence harmonious society than is any other industrialised country, but 
especially contrasts with a country such as Britain.  

 
 
Figure 1: Japan and the UK in the Spirit Level (after Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). 
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Why compare health and social inequality in Britain and Japan?  
 
Japan is a world leader in health with currently the highest life expectancy of any 
country (United Nations, 2011). Life expectancy in Japan first overtook that in other 
countries in the 1970s and has retained this ranking ever since (Yanagishita and 
Guralnik, 1988). In addition, according to a recent study comparing self-rated health 
and socio-economic status in East Asia, Japan has relatively low levels of health 
inequality (Hannibuchi et al., 2010). Britain, in contrast, has relatively poor health and 
has established a place near the bottom of the life expectancy rankings in comparison to 
other industrialised countries (Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989).  
 
A small number of public health and demography research studies since the 1980s have 
examined the causes of high life expectancy in Japan (Johansson and Mosk, 1987; 
Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989; Bezruchka et al, 2008; Horiuchi, 2011). These studies 
have suggested this good health may be related to low rates of poverty and income 
inequality and a socially collaborative and supportive culture. The remarkable longevity 
of Japan’s population has however only recently begun to attract wider popular interest 
and debate beyond health and demography academics. This interest has been 
encouraged by the publication of the ‘Spirit Level’, the highly successful book by British 
authors Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett (2009). This book, building on several 
decades of academic research, has popularised the ‘income inequality hypothesis’, 
drawing public and political attention to the theory that more equal societies have 
greater health and social well being. Analysis within the ‘The Spirit Level’ is based upon 
international comparisons of industrialised countries and has brought to wide notice 
the perception that Japan is an exemplar of the value of greater equality with better 
health and fewer social problems than other industrialised nations. In contrast, Britain 
is highlighted in this book as an example of an industrialised country with relatively 
poor health, high income inequality and marked social divisions. 
 
Within Japan a self image of the country as a highly egalitarian ‘90 percent middle-class 
society’ has been commonly held among the population in the post war era 
(Tachibanaki, 1998; see Figure 2 ).  
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Figure 2: Self-rated social class in Japan 

 

However, in recent years this characterisation of Japan has been challenged significantly 
since Japanese economist Toshiaki Tachibanaki published the ground breaking book 
“Confronting Income Inequality” in Japan in 1998. Some analysis of income data in 
Japan has suggested that income inequality in Japan has grown in recent decades and is 
now relatively high compared to other industrialised countries (Tachibanaki, 2006; 
Ohtake, 2008). Japanese social researchers have also increasingly focussed upon the 
problem of poverty in Japan (Abe, 2011). Paradoxically therefore, increasing attention 
in Britain, and internationally, has recently become focussed upon Japan’s socio-
economic equality following a period in which many Japanese researchers have 
decisively rejected this characterisation of their countries’ social structure. 
 
In Britain, several critics of the “The Spirit Level”, mostly based in or published with the 
aid of right-of-centre research institutes, have produced publications attacking the 
income inequality hypothesis and questioning the international comparison contained 
in the book (Sanandaji et al, 2010; Saunders, 2010; Snowdon, 2010). They too have 
focussed upon Japan because of its significance as an exemplar of the income inequality 
hypothesis and have questioned the role of income inequality in explaining high life 
expectancy in Japan. These critics have suggested instead that Japan’s good health is 
explained by the genes, diet or racial and cultural homogeneity of its population. 
 
Japan and Britain therefore have, in different ways, been at the centre of recent 
international academic and political debate regarding health and social equality and 
well being in industrialised countries. Comparisons of Japan and Britain are also of 
course pertinent to these recent debates because of their marked differences in death 
rates and social inequality. These differences are of particular interest because of the 
characteristics that these countries have in common.  Both are high income, island 
nations, dominated by world cities whose populations benefit from universal health 
care (Nakaya and Dorling, 2005). These similarities allow comparisons of Japan and 
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Britain to operate as a ‘natural experiment’ focussed upon the divergent health and 
socioeconomic characteristics of their populations (Nakaya and Dorling, 2005). 
 
Relatively little research has however directly compared health and social inequalities 
in Britain and Japan. One study completed in the 1980s used comparison of Japan and 
England and Wales to assess why the Japanese were living longer (Marmot and Davey 
Smith, 1989). An analysis of socioeconomic inequalities in physical functioning and 
perceived health has also compared government employees in Britain, Japan and 
Finland (Martikainen et al, 2004). Finally, a study by the project members has compared 
the relationship between regional income inequalities and death rates in Japan and 
Britain (Nakaya and Dorling, 2005). The aim of this project is to build upon this study by 
conducting further analysis of income microdata in Britain and Japan and in particular 
to estimate the levels of inequality using the best and most suitable available data sets 
in both countries. Before this analysis is introduced, some research regarding health, 
social and spatial inequality in Japan and Britain is briefly reviewed. 
 

Explaining Japan’s exceptional life expectancy  
 

While many aspects of Japan’s socio-economic character have in recent years been 
subjects of controversy its status as the top of the rankings for life expectancy is 
undisputed. Japan has experienced improvements in life expectancy during the last 70 
years that have been unprecedented. Explanation of the causes of the unparalleled 
decline in death rates in Japan is likely to be central to understanding its current high 
levels of health and social well being in comparison to Britain and other industrialised 
countries. 
 
At the beginning of the twentieth century Japan had life expectancy that was similar, but 
slightly lower, than that in England and Wales (Johansson and Mosk, 1987). However, 
life expectancy between 1900 and the 1930s stagnated in Japan while it grew steadily in 
England and Wales.  
 
Following World War Two there were immediate very steep increases in life expectancy 
in Japan while life expectancy continued to grow at a steady pace in England and Wales. 
Life expectancy in Japan increased faster than in England and Wales and other 
developed countries for several decades overtaking that in England in the 1960s and 
then subsequently overtaking Sweden, the country that had previously had the highest 
life expectancy, in the mid 1970s (Yanagishita and Guralnik, 1988). Japan has 
maintained its status as the country with the highest life expectancy ever since. 
 
Rapid falls in death rates in Japan in the post war era were experienced over this time 
period by both males and females, across all age groups and for a broad range of causes 
(Yanagishita and Guralnik, 1988; Johansson and Mosk, 1987; Marmot and Davey Smith, 
1989). Analysis of trends in death rates between 1950 and 1986 in Japan and England 
and Wales indicate that Japan experienced particularly large falls in cerebrovascular 
disease, a cause of death that had traditionally been high in this country, over this time 
period (Marmot and Davey Smith. 1989). It is also notable that in more recent years, 
since the 1990s, while Japan has maintained the highest life expectancy for both sexes 
and life expectancy has continued to grow faster among Japanese women than those in 
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other countries, the speed of growth in life expectancy among men has slowed and men 
in some other industrialised countries have begun to close the gap (Horiuchi, 2011).  
  
A small number of research articles published since the 1980s have addressed directly 
the causes of the rising life expectancy in Japan in the post war era (Johansson and 
Mosk, 1987; Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989, Bezruchka et al, 2008; Horiuchi, 2011). 
Possible explanations that have been considered include diet, genes, health care, 
patterns of epidemiological transitions and economic, social and cultural factors 
(Johansson and Mosk, 1987; Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989, Bezruchka et al, 2008; 
Horiuchi, 2011).  
  
While there may be some genetic and nutritional advantages in Japan in comparison to 
other countries they are unlikely to explain rapid changes in health over time that were 
experienced in Japan in the post war era (Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989, Bezruchka et 
al, 2008). Several aspects of health care including the traditional health culture 
(Horiuchi, 2011), medical care and the public health system (Marmot and Davey Smith, 
1989) have also been suggested as factors underlying good health in Japan.  However, 
Japan has experienced a steep decline in most causes of death including those not 
amenable to medical intervention and has relatively low health spending compared to 
many other industrialised countries (Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989).  
 
Most explanations of good health in Japan have focussed upon economic, social and 
cultural factors. It has been suggested that rapid economic growth in post war Japan 
and resulting improvements in material living standards produced substantial benefits 
for health (Horiuchi, 2011).  The rapid economic growth may explain why Japan 
experienced the two stages of epidemiological transition, decline in mortality from 
infectious diseases and degenerative diseases, rapidly and simultaneously (Horiuchi, 
2011).  However, the impact of economic growth in Japan has been queried as other 
countries with higher per-capital GDP have lower life expectancy (Horiuchi, 2011). In 
addition, it has been argued that recent economic trends do not support this argument 
as Japan experienced a prolonged economic recession in the 1990s but improvements 
in life expectancy took place before, during and after this economic setback (Horiuchi, 
2011).    
 
The distribution of income in Japan has also been discussed as a possible explanation 
for high life expectancy since the 1980s (Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989) and has 
formed the centre of much recent debate following the publication of “The Spirit Level” 
(2009). There is only limited data on income distribution in Japan in the pre war era but 
the data available suggests that before World War Two Japan had a highly unequal 
income distribution but that the differences between rich and poor declined in the post 
war period (Tachibanki, 2005). Income inequality was lower in Japan than in other 
industrialised countries in the 1970s and 1980s (Buss et al, 1989; Baur and Mason, 
1992). Notably, analysis of death rates by occupational groups between 1970 and 1980 
finds that declines were greatest among blue collar workers in Japan but smallest 
among this group in England and Wales (Marmot and Davey Smith, 1989). “The Spirit 
Level” hypothesis suggests that the relationship between income distribution and 
health is mediated through psychosocial pathways by the impacts of economic structure 
upon social relationships (2009). In this model greater income inequality is seen to 
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result in societies with more cohesion, greater trust and cooperation and lower social 
stress.   
 
It has been suggested however that recent trends in income inequality in Japan are 
incompatible with the theory that patterns of socially beneficial income distribution 
explain the countries’ good health (Horiuchi, 2011). This is because life expectancy in 
Japan has continued to increase in recent decades while income inequality has grown 
(Tachibanaki, 2006; Ohtake, 2008). 
 
Alternative arguments about social structure and relationships have been suggested as 
explanations for good health in Japan.  In these explanations social relationships and 
culture are seen as direct causes of good health rather than mediating factors linking 
income distribution to health outcomes. It has been argued that a cultural tradition in 
Japan of strong ‘group-orientation’, promotes social cohesion and ‘cultural equality’, 
supporting psychological well being and good health among Japanese people (Marmot 
and Davey Smith, 1989; Horiuchi, 2011). The positive effects of strong group orientation 
may be particularly important to people with low socio-economic status ensuring that 
despite their low status they are incorporated within the group, retain a sense of 
belonging to community and relatively high self esteem (Horiuchi, 2011).  It has not 
been explained however why the suggested health benefits of these Japanese cultural 
traditions should have only have become evident in the post war period.  
 
It can be seen therefore that most explanations for the good health in Japan do not 
appear to be fully compatible with the distinctive time trends in economic change and 
life expectancy in Japan in the post war era. It has been suggested that arguments about 
the benefits of aspects of genetics and traditional culture cannot explain rapid post war 
improvements in health while theories related to economic growth and income 
distribution cannot explain why health has continued to improve in recent decades 
through economic recession and the growth of income inequality. 
 
Bezruchka et al (2008) have focused upon understanding changes in health in Japan 
within their historical context. They argue that the unprecedented improvements in life 
expectancy that followed World War Two were the direct results of policies established 
by the Allied occupation force. Policies intended to dismantle the pre war feudal 
hierarchy and establish democracy including major land reform, substantially increased 
socio-economic equality. Furthermore, they suggest that while income inequalities have 
increased in Japan in recent decades, an ‘economic egalitarian ethos’ (p593) has 
continued. This argument suggests that a strong culture of social solidarity may protect 
against the harmful effects of growing income inequality. Conversely, the declining rate 
of improvement in life expectancy among men in Japan in recent years could be 
interpreted as suggesting that growth in income inequality has begun to harm men’s 
health in Japan. 
 
The relationship between individual socio-economic status and health in 
Japan and Britain 
 

Explanations for the good health of the Japanese population which are based on 
theories regarding the social and economic structure of the country also presume that 
the relationship between individual socio-economic status and health are distinctive in 
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Japan. Both arguments stressing the importance of income equality and those related to 
group orientation presume that individual socio-economic status in Japan is less 
strongly associated with health than in other industrialised countries either because 
Japan has less steep socio-economic gradients or because aspects of the culture protect 
the health of those at lower social status from the potentially harmful effects of their 
social position. 
 
The risks to health associated with low socio-economic status in industrialised 
countries have been established by a large body of research in a range of countries 
(Marmot and Wilkinson, 2005). Britain has a strong tradition in public health, 
epidemiology and health inequalities research and has been close to the centre of this 
research investigating the relationship between socioeconomic status and health for 
several decades. There are numerous studies in Britain demonstrating the existence of 
‘social gradients’ in health, by income, occupation, socioeconomic class, education level, 
material living standards and area deprivation, for a broad range of causes of morbidity 
and mortality in most socio-demographic groups in the population (Marmot and 
Wilkinson, 2005). 
 
In Japan, in recent decades there has also been a growing research literature 
investigating the relationship between socioeconomic status and health, encouraged in 
part by growing concern about increase in income inequality and social disparities.  
While this research has demonstrated there is an association between individual 
socioeconomic status and health in Japan it also suggests that this relationship is 
different from that in other industrialised countries. A recent narrative review of this 
literature by Kagamimori et al (2009) identified 45 references on this relationship from 
research articles published between 1990 and 2007 and other influential research 
reports published prior to 1990. They conclude that these studies indicate that “… 
socioeconomic differences in mortality, morbidity and risk factors are not uniformly 
small in Japan, but occur to a smaller degree than in the US or Europe (2009, p 2159). In 
a discussion of research assessing socio-economic differential in mortality and health in 
Japan Horiuchi also suggests: “…whereas the overall relationship of SES to mortality and 
health in Japan is in the expected direction, the association appears to be weak, 
inconsistent, and often anomalous” (2011, p165). 
 
Notable ‘anomalous’ results in Japan include research that has found ischemic heart 
disease risk to be lower among less educated Japanese men (Fujino et al, 2002). Some 
research in Japan also suggests that the relationship between socio-economic status and 
health varies significantly by age group. In particular, analysis of Japanese men in 
advanced old age has found that those with less education lived longer than those that 
were better educated (Liang et al, 2002). These findings regarding age may imply that 
there may be significant variations in the social determinants of health between cohorts 
in Japan and that the relationship between socio-economic status in Japan and Britain 
differs in part because the countries have different experience of economic 
development and the epidemiological transition.  
 

Can studying spatial inequalities in Japan and Britain help understand 
differences in their health and social well being? 
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There is a substantial research literature regarding the relationship between health and 
social geography in Britain (Shaw et al, 1999). These studies have been completed at a 
range of geographical scales, from neighbourhood to region and county level, using a 
variety of health and socio-economic indicators. They have demonstrated that there are 
large spatial variations in health and socioeconomic status in Britain and that these are 
closely associated.  Area-socio-economic status has been consistently demonstrated to 
be the most important factors underlying area health inequalities in Britain and there 
are few causes of morbidity and mortality or population groups for which this 
‘expected’ social pattern has not been established. In addition, evidence from recent 
decades suggests that these socio-spatial inequalities have grown in Britain (Davey 
Smith et al, 2002; Thomas et al, 2010). 
 
Research literature on spatial inequalities in health in Japan, is relatively small. Much of 
this Japanese analysis has been completed at a regional level and less is known about 
neighbourhood level inequalities.  While this research literature is limited it has 
produced some results that contrast significantly with the large body of research in 
Britain and which have wider implications for the understanding of health and social 
inequality in these countries.  
 
Research completed in Japan has found evidence of an association between health and 
social inequalities in areas. For example, analysis of 47 prefectures and 3,366 
municipalities in Japan using an index of deprivation found a strong correlation with 
death rates (Fukuda et al, 2007a, 2007b). Analysis of health life expectancy at age 65 
years has also found positive correlations with per capita income in municipalities 
(Fukada et al, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c, 2005d) with the strongest relationship in large 
municipalities.  
 
Analysis of time trends by Fukuda et al (2005a) which compared the relationship 
between regional area socio-economic status and death rates by cause in municipalities, 
1973-1977 and 1993-1998, found that mortality gradient by socioeconomic status had 
increased over time for injury and suicide deaths. Comparison of different area 
measures of socioeconomic status over time and mortality, 1973 to 1998, again in 
municipalities, found that the association had weakened over time for income and 
education but increased for unemployment and living space (Fukuda et al, 2004). 
 
There are however some notable exceptions to the broad pattern of association 
between area socioeconomic status and health in Japan. Notably, Okinawa, an area of 
peripheral islands, ranked at the bottom for many socioeconomic indicators has the 
highest life expectancy of any area in Japan among women (Cockerham and Yamori, 
2001). Some causes of death are also known to have distinctive regional variations in 
Japan, for example, rates of death from suicide are higher in Northern Japan (Nishi et al, 
2005). 
 
Two studies of the relationship between area income and health in Japan has also 
produced mixed results (Shibuyu et al, 2002; Nakaya and Dorling, 2005). The first by 
Shibuyu et al (2002) considered individual self-rated health and relative income in 
Japan’s 47 prefectures’. They found no relationship between individuals’ self-rated 
health and their areas’ relative income in multivariate analysis that controlled for 
individual age, sex, marital status and income. 
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Project members Profs Nakaya and Dorling (2005) compared the relationship between 
area income inequality and health in Japan and Britain. This study considered relative 
income and mortality in the 47 prefectures in Japan and in 30 British pseudo-NUTS2 
regions. The analysis found that in Britain death rates were lower where inequalities 
were lower but in Japan there was no relationship. This analysis also compared the 
association between absolute income levels in areas and death rates. In Britain there 
was a consistent negative relationship in all age groups but in Japan the relationship 
varied by age. A negative relationship was found among working age people but a 
positive relationship among elderly people, with the lower death rates among elderly 
people in lower income areas like Okinawa. 
 
Differences in the geography of health in Japan found when comparing age groups and 
the island areas of Okinawa with the mainland suggest again the importance of 
considering the historical context of interrelationships between health, social and 
economic development in Japan. In particular, it may be important to consider how the 
epidemiological transition has linked to the divergent economic fortunes of urban and 
rural areas in Japan over time. In addition, differences in the relationship between 
regional income inequality and health in Japan and Britain emphasise the pertinence of 
the income inequality hypothesis to understanding international variations in health 
and social well being.    
 
 
 
 
Project aims  
 
This project addresses the subjects that have been central to recent controversies 
regarding the health and social wellbeing in Japan and Britain. In particular, how much 
income and socioeconomic inequality is there in Japan and Britain, and why does Japan 
have much higher life expectancy than Britain and other industrialised countries? Its 
broader aims are to examine and contrast social and spatial inequalities in Japan and 
Britain to understand better their differing health and social well being. The research 
builds upon debate surrounding ‘The Spirit Level’ and previous analysis by project 
members Profs Nakaya and Dorling comparing Japan and Britain (2005). 
 
The remainder of this report is organised as follows: the next section discusses in detail 
the data sets that were considered and reviewed by project members as potential 
datasets that could be used in order to help achieve the aims and objectives of this 
project. It also presents the methodological approach that was adopted to analyse the 
datasets that were deemed most suitable for analysis and also discusses some pertinent 
methodological issues and key terms. The subsequent section presents the results of the 
analysis. In particular, it presents measures of income inequality in Japan and Britain for 
the years for which we had income microdata at our disposal for both countries (as well 
as the most recent data for Britain). This section concludes by presenting a closer 
examination of the most recent income distribution data in 2004, which was the most 
recent year for which we had data on both Japan and Britain. The final section offers 
some concluding comments and describes on-going work currently undertaken by 
project members and their future priorities.  
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Data and Methods 
 
As noted in the previous section, this project aimed at revisiting the Spirit Level 
evidence.  Our first step was to identify the datasets used in Spirit Level work that were 
relevant to Japan and the UK. The data used in the Spirit Level work came from high 
quality reputable sources such as the World Bank, the World Health Organisation, the 
United Nations (UN) and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD). In particular the income inequality data on Japan and the UK was taken from 
UN Development Reports. The first step in the research project presented in this report 
was to identify the exact sources of the data by taking a closer look at these reports and 
to also review datasets available in both Japan and Britain that contained suitable 
information on household incomes.  This section presents these datasets as well as the 
methods that were used to analyse them. 

Review of relevant data sets 
 
The first stage of this research project involved the review of datasets in both Japan and 

Britain that include sources of income that could be potentially used to compare 

inequality between the two countries as well as the degree of social and spatial 

inequalities within them. There were far less datasets containing individual and 

household income in Japan than in Britain. In particular, we identified four datasets in 

Japan that could have been potentially suitable for the analysis required in this project. 

These are as follows: 

 Survey on the Redistribution of Income; this is the survey where government 

official statistics on income inequality are based on. It is commissioned by the 

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) and carried out by the Public 

welfare office. The latest year for which data are available was 2008 the survey 

recorded information on 4,792 households provides data on average disposable 

income in Japan. It should be noted that the survey has a high sampling rate of 

low income groups such as single elderly and student households. The data from 

this survey are not available in microdata format and only aggregate information 

such as poverty rates and inequality measures is released.  

 The National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure; this survey is 

commissioned by the Ministry of Japanese Internal Affairs and Communications 

and conducted by the Statistics Bureau. The survey is aimed at providing a 

picture of aspects of Japanese citizens’ lifestyles such “as national and regional 

household consumption, income and asset levels, composition and distribution 

through a comprehensive survey of items such as household income and 

expenditures, savings and liabilities, consumer durables, residences and 

residential property” (Japanese Statistics Bureau, 2008). The survey was first 

conducted in 1959 and every five years since then. Until recently these data were 

only available to government officials, but in the last year Japanese Statistics 

Bureau has made it possible to apply for data for use in academic research. In 
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particular, digital survey microdata sets for the years since (and including) 1989 

are available subject to successful application to the Bureau. The survey has a 

sample size of over 50,000 households (excluding student households and non-

Japanese households) and it includes information on sources of gross income as 

well as tax, national social insurance contributions and other deductions. The 

income is recorded is released in absolute values (rather than banded) but 

incomes of 25 million yen are top coded. The dataset also includes a set of 

weights that can be used to deal with sample bias by adjusting for known 

population totals.  

 Housing and Land Survey (HLS); this survey, known as the “Housing Survey” 

until 1998,  is also commissioned by the Ministry of Japanese Internal Affairs and 

Communications and conducted by the Statistics Bureau. The survey collects 

basic data for various housing and land policy measures based on dwellings and 

other occupied buildings and the inhabiting households and it has been 

conducted every five years since 1948 (Japanese Statistics Bureau, 2008). The 

first housing survey of 1948 was a census, but since 1953 a sampling method has 

been employed (Japanese Statistics Bureau, 2008).  

 Japanese General Social Survey; this is designed and conducted by the Institute 

of Regional Studies at Osaka University of Commerce in collaboration with the 

Institute of Social Science at the University of Tokyo (JGSS, 2009). The survey 

collects a wide range of socio-economic and demographic information as well as 

data pertaining to the lives of the Japanese population including subjective 

health and well-being and “social capital” indicators. This data also includes 

gross individual income. The first survey of 1,200 individuals was conducted in 

2000 and further surveys (with several changes in the questionnaire every year) 

were conducted in 2001, 2002, 2003, 2005 and 2006.  

The above datasets were examined and discussed in detail in the context of research 

seminar presentations at Sheffield (Nakaya, 2011) and Kyoto (Hanaoka, 2011). Table 1 

presents these datasets against a set of criteria used as a basis for this discussion. A key 

criterion was the availability of data in microdata format (i.e. list of individuals or 

households with all their attributes) that would enable us to construct suitable 

inequality measures. Geographical scale was also considered, but it was decided that the 

initial focus should be on national comparisons of key inequality measures.   

Data set Disposal 
income (Tax 
and transfer)  

Micro data 
availability  

Years of 
micro data  

Geographic scale of micro 
data  
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Survey on the 
Redistribution of 
Income (SRI) 

Yes  No  NA  NA  

National Survey of 
Family Income and 
Expenditure (NSFI)  

Yes  
(in theory)  

Yes  1989, 1994, 
1999, 2004, 
(2009)  

Metropolitan and Non-
metropolitan  

Housing and Land 
Survey (HLS)  

No (total 
annual 
income)  

Yes  1998, 2003, 
2008  

47 Prefectures  

Japanese General 
Social Survey (JGSS)  

No (total 
annual 
income, 
banded)  

Yes  2000-2003, 
2005, 2006 
(2008, 
2010)  

6 regional blocks, 47 
prefectures, 3 municipal sizes 
(city size) + 
<neighbourhoods>  

Table 1: Japanese data sets containing household or individual income variables 

The same criteria were used to identify and examine similar datasets in the UK, building 
on previous relevant work aimed at estimating small area income distributions in 
Britain (Ballas et al., 2006). As noted above, there are several datasets in the UK that 
contain information on individual or household income. These datasets and their 
suitability for the aims of this project were presented and discussed in detail by project 
members in the context of seminar presentations in Kyoto and Tokyo (Ballas, 2011; 
Dorling, 2011; Tunstall, 2011). The datasets are summarised as follows: 
 

  The General Lifestyle Survey; formerly known as the General Household 
Survey, this survey has been conducted by the UK Office for National Statistics 
since 1971. It has a sample size of 13,000 households and it contains information 
on a wide range of “lifestyle” variables including household income, housing 
tenure and household accommodation consumer durables including vehicle 
ownership, employment, education, health and use of health services. Income 
questions cover the sources of income and the amount from each source for all 
adults in the household (ONS, 2012).  

 The Labour Force Survey; this is a quarterly sample survey of 60,000 
households living at private addresses in Great Britain and carried out under a 
European Union Directive and uses internationally agreed concepts and 
definitions (ONS, 2012). It also is the source of the internationally comparable 
(International Labour Organisation) measure known as 'ILO unemployment'. 
The survey aims to collect information on the UK labour market that can then be 
used to develop, manage, evaluate and report on labour market policies. The 
questionnaire design, sample selection, and interviewing are carried out by the 
Social and Vital Statistics Division of the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS). 
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 Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings; formerly known as the New Earnings 
Survey, this is an annual sample survey of the earnings of employees in Great 
Britain, including information about the levels, distribution and make-up of 
earnings and hours paid for employees within industries, occupations and 
regions (ONS, 2012). In particular, the survey data set includes variables on 
earnings for employees by sex and as well as breakdowns by region, occupation, 
industry, region by occupation and age-groups. The income variables are the 
following: gross weekly pay, weekly pay excluding overtime, basic pay including 
other pay, overtime pay, gross hourly pay, hourly pay excluding overtime, gross 
annual pay, annual incentive pay, total paid hours, basic paid hours and paid 
overtime hours (ONS, 2012). 

 The British Household Panel Survey/UK Longitudinal Household Survey; the 
British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) is national annual survey of the adult 
population of the UK, drawn from a representative sample of over 5,000 
households. The aim of the survey is to deepen the understanding of social and 
economic change at the individual and household level in Britain, as well as to 
identify, model and forecast such changes and their causes and consequences in 
relation to a range of socio-economic variables (Taylor et al., 2001). It is 
interesting to note that the BHPS contains almost all the variables contained in 
most other national social survey data in Britain. The questions cover housing 
and neighbourhood, demographic and household characteristics, employment 
and earnings, health and caring, values and opinions and household finances. The 
latter includes detailed information on income from sources other than earnings 
and a range of information on expenditure. The first survey year was academic 
year 1991/2 and the original sample size was 5,500 households. Since 
households move and divide and change, and some leave the study, the current 
sample is different to the original, although the basic sample size is similar to the 
original, but has been enhanced by additional samples taken in Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland. From 2010 the BHPS is being replaced by the UK 
Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS), a major new household panel survey 
(with a target sample size of 40,000 households (ISER, 2011). 

• Family Expenditure Survey / Expenditure and Food Survey; the Family 
Expenditure Survey (FES) was carried out continuously from 1957 to 2001 when 
it was amalgamated with the National Food Survey and replaced by the 
Expenditure and Food Survey (EFS). The latter has a sample of 7,850 households 
and includes a number of income questions covering sources of income and the 
amount from each source for all individuals in the household, including irregular 
payments such as bonuses. Information on all deductions is also asked, as well as 
benefits such as health insurance cover, free or concessionary travel, free meals 
or tea/coffee provided by employer. In addition to expenditure and income data, 
the FES collects information on socio-economic characteristics of the households, 
e.g. composition, size, social class, occupation and age of the head of household 
(Ballas et al., 2006). 

 Survey of Personal Incomes; this survey is based on information held by  the UK 
Inland Revenue tax offices on persons who could be liable to UK tax. It is carried 
out annually and covers the income assessable for tax in each tax year (HMRC, 
2007).  

 The Family Resources Survey (FRS); this survey was launched in October 1992 
to meet the specific information requirements of the UK Department for Work 
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and Pensions (DWP) which commissioned it. It is a continuous survey of private 
households and was commissioned by the Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP). Traditionally the DWP had relied upon other government surveys such 
as the Family Expenditure Survey and the General Household Survey described 
above. However, these surveys have relatively small sample sizes and therefore 
did not provide sufficiently reliable information on groups of particular interest 
to DWP. As the target number of fully co-operating households on the FRS is 
approximately 24,000 per annum, comprehensive information can be produced 
providing statistical data on benefit uptake and financial status of specific 
groups, often at regional level. Adults eligible for inclusion in the survey are 
asked a wide range of questions about their circumstances including income and 
state support, tenure and housing costs, assets and savings, occupation and 
employment, health and ability to work, pensions and insurance, and childcare 
and carers (DWP, 2011; Ballas et al., 2006).   

 Households Below Average Income (HBAI); This dataset builds on the data 
produced by the FRS in order to ensure that household income data are properly 
comparable between households. This involves a process known as 
“equivalisation” adjusting the raw income figures produced by the FRS to take 
into account variations both in the size and composition of the household 
(Adams et al., 2010; Palmer, 2011). In addition, the survey includes record 
weights that were calculated to reflect revised population estimates from the 
2001 Census. In addition, the survey includes gross and net income data with the 
incomes of “very rich” households adjusted to correct for under-reporting of 
very high incomes in the FRS, which became apparent through a comparison of 
the FRS with data from the Survey of Personal Incomes described above. This 
comparison suggested that the FRS under-reports the number of individuals 
with very high incomes and that it also understated the magnitude of their 
incomes (Adams et al., 2010). 

 
Table 2 summarises these datasets and shows how they relate to the same set of criteria 
used as a basis for discussion of the Japanese data sets (see Table 1).  
   
Data set Disposal income 

(Tax and 
transfer)  

Micro data 
availability  

Years of 
micro 
data  

Geographic scale 
of micro data  

The General Lifestyle Survey Yes  Yes   Local Authority  

The Labour Force Survey No Yes  Local Authority 
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Annual Survey of Hours and 
Earnings 

No Yes  Local Authority 

The British Household Panel 
Survey/UK Longitudinal 
Household Survey 

Yes Yes  Region 

Family Expenditure Survey / 
Expenditure and Food Survey 

Yes Yes  Local Authority 

Survey of Personal Incomes; 
 

Yes Yes  Regional 

The Family Resources Survey 
(FRS) 
 

Yes   Regional 

Households Below Average 
Income (HBAI) 

Yes Yes  Regional 

Table 2: British data sets containing household or individual income variables 

 

As can be seen by comparing Table 1 and Table 2, there is only one dataset in Japan that 
is available in microdata form and has information on income measured in absolute 
terms (not banded). This is the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure. 
Unfortunately, it is not possible to use this dataset for the analysis of spatial disparities, 
as the only geographical information that is provided is whether the household is in a 
metropolitan or non-metropolitan area. On the other hand, looking at the UK data, the 
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survey dataset with the largest sample size is the Family Resources Survey and its 
refined Households Below Average Income (HBAI) version. The latter is also widely seen 
as the key dataset for the analysis of income poverty and inequalities in Britain (Palmer, 
2011; Hills et al, 2010). It was therefore decided to focus the analysis on these two 
datasets.  

Methods and key terms 

 
The first step in the analysis was to ensure that the variables that we were going to use 
and analyse in order to achieve the aims of this project were appropriate and 
comparable. This sub-section discusses these issues in more detail and also describes 
the measures of inequality and poverty that were calculated to help achieve the 
project’s aims. 

Household Income Equivilisation 

 
As noted above, the HBAI dataset included adjustment to the income values to allow for 
household size and composition, a process known as “equivilisation”. It should be noted 
that there are a number of different approaches resulting in alternative household 
income equivalence scales.  As Atkinson (1983) points out the simplest way of allowing 
for differing household needs is to simply treat all household members as having the 
same needs and to calculate the household income per head. Nevertheless, this simple 
way of allowing for variation in household needs fails to recognise the role of age and 
the possible economies of scale that result from cohabitation1. The HBAI data includes 
calculated equivalence figures for each household using the McClements and OECD 
methods described in Table 3 (before and after housing costs). For the purposes of this 
project we used the OECD equivalence scales before housing costs.  We used the existing 
figures in the HBAI and we calculated the scales for the Japanese National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure data set, using the household size and composition 
information. 
 
 Modified OECD 

rescaled to 
couple without 
children =11 

OECD 
‘Companion’ 
Scale to 
equivilise After 
Housing Costs 
results 

McClements 
Before Housing 
Costs 

McClements After 
Housing Costs 

First Adult 0.67 0.58 0.61 0.55 
Spouse 0.33 0.42 0.39 0.45 
Other Second 
Adult2 

0.33 0.42 0.46 0.45 

Third Adult 0.33 0.42 0.42 0.45 
Subsequent 
Adults 

0.33 0.42 0.36 0.40 

Children aged 
under 14 years3 

0.20 0.20 0.20 0.20 

Children aged 14 
years and over3 

0.33 0.42 0.32 0.34 

1. Presented here to two decimal places. 
2. For the McClements scale, the weight for 'Other second adult' is used in place of the weight for 'Spouse' when two 
adults living in a household are sharing accommodation, but are not living as a couple. 'Third adult' and 'Subsequent 
adult' weights are used for the remaining adults in the household as appropriate. In contrast to the McClements scales, 

                                                           
1
 As Atkinson puts it, the “two can live as cheaply as one” hypothesis 
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apart from for the first adult, the OECD scales do not differentiate for subsequent adults. 
3. The McClements scale varies by age within these groups; appropriate average values are shown in the table. 
 

Table 3: The McClements and OECD household income equivalence scales (after Adams, 2009: page 213). 

Gross and disposable income 

 
The HBAI contained data on both gross as well as disposable income. In addition, as 
noted above, it also included Survey of Personal Income(SPI)-based adjustments of 
these data to correct for the under-reported high income data. For the purposes of this 
project we used these SPI-adjusted figures equivilised using the OECD scale. The 
Japanese National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure data set had information 
on gross incomes as well as tax national social insurance payments for every individual, 
which we deducted from the gross income in order to produce an estimate of disposable 
income. Nevertheless, we observed that this estimate was very problematic as there 
were several high income households with zero tax values, due to the survey recording 
tax paid in the current month instead of the average figure for the whole year (and some 
of the higher income households paid all of their taxes towards the end of the year 
rather than similar amounts monthly). In order to tackle this problem we decided to 
attempt to estimate the tax paid by Japanese households.  
 
There were two types of tax that needed to be estimated: income tax and local 
government resident tax. It should be noted that the dataset did not have any 
information on the earnings of each individual household member, so we had to assume 
that assumption that the household is taxed as if there is only one earner in each 
household and they receive all the paid income. Nevertheless, it should be noted that 
given that the overall the difference in tax rates in Japan are smaller than those in the 
UK and that Japan tends to have more one-income households than the UK, the overall 
effect of this assumption would be very slight, mainly affecting the incomes of high 
income dual earner households which may be very few. 
 
Another assumption that we made was that the source of all household income is 
employment, as there was no information in the data on the actual income source. 
Again, it could be reasonably expected that this assumption would have a relatively 
slight effect, given that most income is from employment.  
 
Based on these assumptions, we estimated employment income tax by using relevant 
official information published by the government of Japan and which is summarised in 
Figure 3. First, we estimated the amount of social insurance payments for each 
household by assuming a flat rate of 10% on the total gross employment income. We 
then calculated all the deduction amounts described in Figure 3, which in turn were 
used to compute the “taxable income” for each household. We then applied on the latter 
the tax rates shown in Figure 3 (also see Table 4) to calculate the total income tax due.  
However, it should also be noted that another limitation in the dataset was that it did 
not contain any information on the number of students aged 16-23 which was needed to 
estimate the “special exemption for dependents” of 630,000 yen described in Figure 3. 
Likewise, we did not have any information regarding widow or widower status, 
physically handicapped persons and medical expenses.  
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Figure 3: Calculation of income tax for employment income earners in Japan (source: 
http://www.mof.go.jp/english/tax_policy/tax_system/japanese_tax_system_1999/zc001c05.htm) 

  
Taxable annual income Income tax amount 

< 3.3m Yen Taxable income x 10% 
3.3m Yen - 9m Yen Taxable income x 20% - 0.33m Yen 
9m Yen – 18m Yen Taxable income x 30% - 1.23m Yen 
18m Yen or more Taxable income x 37% - 2.49m Yen 
Table 4: Income tax bands in Japan 

The next step was to estimate local government resident tax by applying on the “taxable 
income” the rates shown in Table 5. 
 
Taxable annual income Resident income tax amount 

< 2m Yen Taxable income x 5% 
2m Yen - 7m Yen Taxable income x 10% 
7m Yen or more Taxable income x 13% 
Table 5: Local government resident tax bands in Japan 

The final step was to deduct from the total annual gross household income the 

estimated employment income tax amount, the estimated resident tax amount and the 

estimated social insurance payments to obtain an estimate of disposable income for 

each household in the Japanese dataset. 

Weighting 

 
All records in the UK HBAI dataset were weighted using the “FRS extended-SPId 

population grossing factor”, whereas the records in the Japanese National Survey of Family 
Income and Expenditure dataset were weighted using the appropriate weight for 
household income.  
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Power Purchasing Parity adjustment 

 
In order to directly compare the income distributions between Japan and Britain we 
converted the UK income data from HBAI 2004/05 (which was the latest year for which 
we had income data on both countries) using the OECD power purchasing parity for 
2005 (1 British Pound = 203.64 Japanese Yen; OECD, 2011).   

Inequality and poverty measures 

 
Once we had collected and calculated income data in both countries that are suitable for 

comparison, the next step was to explore these data further by calculating basic 

descriptive statistics. In addition, we calculated the following measures of inequality 

and poverty for both countries: 

 The median quintile ratio: this is the median income of the richest 20 percent 

of the population divided by the median income of the poorest 20 percent. This 

ratio is also known as the ratio of top to bottom quintile medians and is widely 

used in the analyses of HBAI datasets conducted by the DWP (e.g. see Adams et 

al., 2010).  

 The mean quintile ratio: this is the mean income of the richest 20 percent of 

the population divided by the mean income of the poorest 20 percent. This is 

also known  as the ratio of top quintile share to bottom quintile share and it was 

the key measure used in the Spirit Level work (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009)  

 People on incomes less than 50% of the median gross household income: 

the number of individuals living on household incomes less than 50% the 

median gross household income as a proportion of the total population. 

 People on incomes less than 60% of the median gross household income: 

the number of individuals living on household incomes less than 60% the 

median gross household income as a proportion of the total population. 

Income inequality and poverty measures in Japan and Britain 
 

Income inequality and poverty in Britain and Japan 1989 – 2009 

Gross household income inequality 

 

* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 6 presents the quintile group household income medians in Japan for all the years 
for which we had income data from the National Survey of Family Income and 
Expenditure that we had at our disposal.  
 

 Quintile group medians   
Median 
quintile 

ratio 

Year 1 2 3 4 5* Population 
mean* 

2004 219 341 446 584 875 509 3.99 
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1999 231 364 479 627 945 545 4.08 

1994 235 363 474 610 904 536 3.85 

1989 201 306 394 507 746 448 3.70 

* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 6: Quintile group gross annual income medians and median quintile ratios, Japan 1989-2004 (10,000s of Japanese 
Yen; data source: National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure)  

As can be seen, the median quintile ratio increases throughout the 1990s from 3.7 in 
1989 to 4.08 in 1999 before dropping to 3.99 in 2004.  It is interesting to note that the 
year 1989 marked the end of the Showa period in Japan and what is seen by many as 
Japan’s post-war golden age (Brincmann, 2008). It is also the year that Japan’s asset 
bubble burst (Brinckmann, 2008; Wood, 1992) marking the start of what was described 
by many as Japan’s lost decade (Callen and Ostry, 2003; Saxonhouse and Stern, 2004). It 
is also interesting to note that the distribution of wealth has become more equal during 
the 1990s (Jones, 2007) following the crash of the property market and stock markets. 
Also, it is noteworthy that not everyone agrees with the description of this decade as the 
“lost decade”. Brinckmann (2008) for instance describes it as a period of transition, or 
the Magellan decade: 
 

“Japan’s transition from the well-controlled growth and prosperity of Showa to the uncharted waters of “unruly Hesei” 
resembled the early mariners’ passage from the relative calm of the Southern Pacific through the treacherous Strait of Magellan 
into the stormy Atlantic. Like those intrepid sailors, Japan’s leaders needed every skill to survive the journey”  

(Brinckman, 2008:93) 
 

* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 7 shows the quintile group means and mean quintile ratios for Japan from 1989-

2004. A similar pattern is observed: an increase from 4.41 in 1989 to 4.74 in 1999 

before dropping to 4.67 in 2004. It is also interesting to note that the mean income of 

the bottom quintile decreased in nominal terms between 1994 and 1994 (from 

2,210,000 Yen per annum to 2,170,000 Yen) and dropped even further by 2004. The 

mean income of all the other quintiles (and the overall population mean) dropped 

between 1999-2004. These patterns are consistent the deflation that Japan experienced 

shortly after the property and stock market crash of the early 1990s (Hamada et al., 

2011).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Quintile group means    
Mean 

quintile 
ratio 

Year 1 2 3 
 

4 5* Population 
mean* 
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2004 207 340 446 587 965 509 4.67 

1999 217 365 481 632 1030 545 4.74 

1994 221 364 475 617 1006 536 4.56 

1989 190 306 396 511 837 448 4.41 

* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 7: Quintile group gross annual income means and mean quintile ratios, Japan 1989-2004(10,000s of Japanese Yen; 
data source: National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure) 

Table 8  shows the quintile group gross income medians and median quintile ratios for 

the UK in the years for which we had available data from the FRS that matched the 

respective years for which we also had similar data for Japan as well as the most recent 

median quintile ratio calculated using the most recently released data (2008/09). As 

can be seen the ratio is much higher than its Japanese counterpart in all years. Looking 

at the trends through time, there is an increase in the ratio between 1994-2000 from 

5.09 to 5.23. The ratio then drops to 4.99 in 2004/05 before and rises again (to 5.14) in 

2008/09. In the most recent year for which we have available data for both countries 

(2004) the UK median quintile ratio is higher by 1, whereas the highest difference is 

recorded in 1994 (1.24). 

 Quintile group medians    
Median 
quintile 

ratio 

Year 1 2 3 
(median) 

4 5* Population 
mean 

2008/09 232 363 516 730 1192 681 5.14 

2004/05 202 313 447 626 1008 577 4.99 

1999/00 160 247 368 524 837 473 5.23 

1994/95 129 193 289 412 656 363 5.09 

Table 8: Quintile group gross weekly income (in GBP) medians and median quintile ratios, UK 1994-2009 

Table 9 shows the quintile group means of gross income and the mean quintile ratios.  

 

 

 Quintile group means    
Mean 

quintile 
ratio 

Year 1 2 3 4 5 Population 
mean 

         
2008/09 199 365 518 735 1590 681 7.99 

2004/05 188 314 449 633 1302 577 6.93 

1999/00 150 248 369 528 1071 473 7.13 

1994/95 119 195 291 417 794 363 6.65 

Table 9: Quintile group gross weekly income (in GBP) means and mean quintile ratios, UK 1994 – 2009 

Comparing it to the respective Japanese figures (* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 7) we can see that the ratios are much higher in Britain (and the gap is even larger 

than the difference in the quintile group medians). The highest difference in the mean 
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quintile ratio between the two countries is recorded in 2004 (6.93 in Britain and 4.67 in 

Japan). Table 10 summarises the mean and median quintile ratios and their differences 

for the years for which we had data for both Britain and Japan. 

Inequality measure/ Year 1994 1999 2004 

Median quintile ratio in 
Japan 

3.85 4.08 3.99 

Median quintile ratio in the 
UK 

5.09 5.23 4.99 

Difference  1.24 1.15 1.00 

Mean quintile ratio in 
Japan 

4.56 4.74 4.67 

Mean quintile ratio in the 
UK 

6.65 7.13 6.93 

Difference 2.09 2.39 2.26 

Table 10: Comparing quintile ratios between Britain and Japan. 

Poverty rates in Japan and the UK 

Table 11 and Table 12 show estimated poverty rates for Japan and Britain respectively, 

defined as the number of individuals living in households below the 50% and 60% 

household median income as a percentage of the total population.  The 60% below the 

median disposable income is the official poverty measure in the European Union (and 

therefore also in Britain). Given that we had no disposable income data for Japan we 

calculated these figures using the gross income figures to enable comparisons between 

the two countries.  It should be noted that the official figures based on disposable 

median income are much lower in the UK and it is expected that the respective figures 

for Japan would also be much lower if disposable income data were available.  

  50% below median 60% below median 

2004 10.3 16.4 

1999 10.8 17.0 

1994 10.2 16.3 

1989 6.4 10.1 

Table 11: Estimated poverty rates in Japan (based on gross income data from the Japanese National Survey 
of Family Income and Expenditure)  

  50% below median 60% below median 

2008/09 14.2 21.8 

2004/05 14.0 22.2 

1999/00 16.2 24.7 

1994/95 15.5 24.9 

Table 12: Estimated poverty rates in Britain (based on gross income data from the UK Family Resources 
Survey)  

By comparing these tables it clear that all rates are much higher in the UK than Japan in 

all years.  

Net household income inequality 

As noted above, we only had survey data on net disposable household income for 

Britain but not for Japan. In this section we present the outputs of our estimated net 
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income on Japan for 2004 which were produced by applying the appropriate tax rates 

on each household in the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, assuming 

that all household income is earned by one household member as discussed in the 

previous section. We then compare these estimated data to actual survey data on 

disposable household income for Britain. 

Table 13 and Table 14 present the quintile group medians and quintile group means 

respectively. As expected, both ratios are lower than the respective gross income ratios 

presented in Table 6 and Table 7.  

 Quintile group medians   
Median 
quintile 

ratio 

Year 1 2 3 4 5* Population 
mean* 

2004 192 288 366 464 656 402 3.42 

* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 13: Estimated quintile group annual disposable income (in 10,000s Japanese Yen) medians and median quintile 
ratios, Japan, 2004 

 Quintile group means    
Mean 

quintile 
ratio 

Year 1 2 3 
 

4 5* Population 
mean* 

2004 180 287 366 466 656 403 3.65 

* incomes over 2,500 were top-coded 

Table 14: Quintile group annual disposable income (in 10,000s Japanese Yen) means and mean quintile ratios, Japan, 
2004 

It is also interesting to compare these figures with the respective survey UK data 

presented in Table 15 and Table 16 which present quintile means and medians as well 

as median and mean quintile ratios using income data before and after housing costs. 

 

 

 Quintile group medians   Median 
quintile 

ratio  
Year 1 2 3 

(median) 
4 5 Population 

mean 

Income Before Housing Costs         

2008/09 201 304 407 545 844 507 4.20 

2004/05 177 262 350 465 704 426 3.98 

Income After Housing Costs      

2008/09 139 243 343 474 745 433 5.4 

2004/05 132 217 300 405 630 370 4.8 

Table 15: Quintile group net income (in GBP) medians and median quintile ratios, UK 1994 – 2009 

 Quintile group means    
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Year 1 2 3 
 

4 5 Population 
mean 

Median quintile 
ratio 

Income Before Housing Costs         

2008/09 180 304 409 550 1090 507 6.05 

2004/05 161 262 350 468 890 426 5.53 

         
Income After Housing Costs      

2008/09 110 243 344 478 988 433 9.0 

2004/05 110 217 301 409 811 370 7.3 

Table 16: Quintile group net income (in GBP) means and mean quintile ratios, UK 1994 – 2009 

As it was the case with the gross ratios the estimated net income ratios for Japan are 

much lower than the respective ratios in Britain.   

Further examination of the 2004 income distribution in Japan and Britain 

In this section a closer examination of the most up-to-date data on both countries 
(2004) is undertaken. Table 17 presents the frequency distribution of gross income in 
Japan (in 10,000s Japanese Yen), whereas Table 18 shows the frequency distribution of 
gross income in Britain (converted into Japanese Yen using the Power Purchasing Parity 
rate as discussed in the previous section). In addition, Figure 4 depicts both income 
distributions using the data of Table 17 and Table 18 as well as the differences between 
them.  
 
It can be argued that the patterns shown confirm the picture painted in the previous 
section. The proportions of individuals in high income households in Britain are 
consistently higher than the respective proportions in Japan (especially in the very high 
income groups earning over 25,000,000 Japanese Yen in 2004). This is consistent with 
relevant research suggesting that the very top income share in Japan is much lower than 
other OECD countries and especially than the USA and the UK (Pikkety and Saez, 2006; 
Alvaredo et al., 2011).  
 
Nevertheless, it is also interesting to note that there proportions in the very low income 
bands in Japan that are higher than the respective proportions in the UK. This is to some 
extent consistent with recent analysis of poverty in Japan (Abe, 2011). 

 

 

 
Income band (10,000s JPY) Frequency Percentage Cumulative percentage 

< 50.00          45,113.19  .4 .4 

50.00 - 99.99        121,513.05  1.0 1.4 

100.00 - 149.99        276,391.51  2.3 3.8 

150.00 - 199.99        470,831.52  4.0 7.7 

200.00 - 249.99        718,439.24  6.1 13.8 

250.00 - 299.99        984,004.06  8.3 22.2 

300.00 - 349.99     1,152,791.51  9.8 32.0 

350.00 - 399.99     1,185,019.31  10.0 42.0 
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400.00 - 449.99     1,120,742.52  9.5 51.5 

450.00 - 499.99        905,829.55  7.7 59.2 

500.00 - 549.99        877,611.68  7.4 66.6 

550.00 - 599.99        706,830.72  6.0 72.6 

600.00 - 649.99        578,214.36  4.9 77.5 

650.00 - 699.99        467,865.18  4.0 81.5 

700.00 - 749.99        381,001.00  3.2 84.7 

750.00 - 799.99        318,007.51  2.7 87.4 

800.00 - 849.99        266,324.71  2.3 89.7 

850.00 - 899.99        208,953.88  1.8 91.5 

900.00 - 949.99        172,243.53  1.5 92.9 

950.00 - 999.99        145,473.81  1.2 94.1 

1000.00 - 1049.99        141,296.18  1.2 95.3 

1050.00 - 1099.99          98,679.47  .8 96.2 

1100.00 - 1149.99          71,578.60  .6 96.8 

1150.00 - 1199.99          66,019.55  .6 97.3 

1200.00 - 1249.99          41,504.75  .4 97.7 

1250.00 - 1299.99          40,640.74  .3 98.0 

1300.00 - 1349.99          33,116.40  .3 98.3 

1350.00 - 1399.99          18,904.34  .2 98.5 

1400.00 - 1449.99          22,740.06  .2 98.7 

1450.00 - 1499.99          36,117.49  .3 99.0 

1500.00 - 1549.99          23,040.73  .2 99.2 

1550.00 - 1599.99          10,593.27  .1 99.3 

1600.00 - 1649.99            8,518.33  .1 99.3 

1650.00 - 1699.99            8,789.47  .1 99.4 

1700.00 - 1749.99            6,606.54  .1 99.5 

1750.00 - 1799.99            8,426.22  .1 99.5 

1800.00 - 1849.99            4,575.08  .0 99.6 

1850.00 - 1899.99          19,618.37  .2 99.7 

1900.00 - 1949.99            1,905.28  .0 99.8 

1950.00 - 1999.99            1,446.12  .0 99.8 

2000.00 - 2049.99               727.30  .0 99.8 

2050.00 - 2099.99            1,356.24  .0 99.8 

2100.00 - 2149.99            1,703.17  .0 99.8 

2150.00 - 2199.99            1,644.28  .0 99.8 

2200.00 - 2249.99            1,258.13  .0 99.8 

2250.00 - 2299.99               814.22  .0 99.8 

2300.00 - 2349.99            1,152.61  .0 99.8 

2350.00 - 2399.99            1,251.75  .0 99.9 

2400.00 - 2449.99               951.53  .0 99.9 
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2450.00 - 2499.99               420.21  .0 99.9 

> 2499.99          15,122.53  .1 100.0 

Total   11,793,720.79  100.0  

Table 17: Japanese income distribution – frequency table (10,000s of Japanese Yen; data source: National 
Survey of Family Income and Expenditure) 

Income band (10,000s JPY) Frequency Percentage Cumulative 

percentage 

< 50.00 372433 0.6 0.6 

50.00 - 99.99 394340 0.7 1.3 

100.00 - 149.99 1050682 1.8 3.1 

150.00 - 199.99 2735203 4.7 7.8 

200.00 - 249.99 5089500 8.7 16.4 

250.00 - 299.99 5065651 8.6 25.1 

300.00 - 349.99 4715470 8.0 33.1 

350.00 - 399.99 4138744 7.1 40.2 

400.00 - 449.99 4010899 6.8 47.0 

450.00 - 499.99 3753681 6.4 53.4 

500.00 - 549.99 3337908 5.7 59.1 

550.00 - 599.99 3063308 5.2 64.3 

600.00 - 649.99 2619255 4.5 68.8 

650.00 - 699.99 2424267 4.1 72.9 

700.00 - 749.99 2113224 3.6 76.5 

750.00 - 799.99 1814284 3.1 79.6 

800.00 - 849.99 1545851 2.6 82.2 

850.00 - 899.99 1334029 2.3 84.5 

900.00 - 949.99 1201595 2.0 86.5 

950.00 - 999.99 956495 1.6 88.2 

1000.00 - 1049.99 816522 1.4 89.6 

1050.00 - 1099.99 695561 1.2 90.8 

1100.00 - 1149.99 627127 1.1 91.8 

1150.00 - 1199.99 610394 1.0 92.9 

1200.00 - 1249.99 413523 0.7 93.6 

1250.00 - 1299.99 403177 0.7 94.3 

1300.00 - 1349.99 306242 0.5 94.8 

1350.00 - 1399.99 278521 0.5 95.3 

1400.00 - 1449.99 264813 0.5 95.7 

1450.00 - 1499.99 224914 0.4 96.1 

1500.00 - 1549.99 166793 0.3 96.4 

1550.00 - 1599.99 187075 0.3 96.7 

1600.00 - 1649.99 147318 0.3 96.9 

1650.00 - 1699.99 117303 0.2 97.1 

1700.00 - 1749.99 137933 0.2 97.4 
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1750.00 - 1799.99 109388 0.2 97.6 

1800.00 - 1849.99 100110 0.2 97.7 

1850.00 - 1899.99 95514 0.2 97.9 

1900.00 - 1949.99 72427 0.1 98.0 

1950.00 - 1999.99 70976 0.1 98.1 

2000.00 - 2049.99 46536 0.1 98.2 

2050.00 - 2099.99 41438 0.1 98.3 

2100.00 - 2149.99 51513 0.1 98.4 

2150.00 - 2199.99 40151 0.1 98.4 

2200.00 - 2249.99 42343 0.1 98.5 

2250.00 - 2299.99 40947 0.1 98.6 

2300.00 - 2349.99 31842 0.1 98.6 

2350.00 - 2399.99 32281 0.1 98.7 

2400.00 - 2449.99 28884 0.0 98.7 

2450.00 - 2499.99 28253 0.0 98.8 

> 2499.99 707863 1.2 100.0 

Total 58,674,501 100.0  

Table 18: UK income distribution – frequency table (10,000s of Japanese Yen; data source: National 
Survey of Family Income and Expenditure) 

 

 

Figure 4: Income distributions in UK and Japan, 2004 
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Concluding comments, on-going and future work 
 
The research presented here aims at advancing our knowledge about social cohesion in 
Britain and Japan. It can be argued that the findings so far consolidate the Spirit Level 
work. Nevertheless, in order to be able to confirm this we need to obtain better quality 
disposable income data on both countries (instead of the estimates produced for Japan 
in the context of this project based on the assumption of a single earner in each 
household). We are currently exploring the possibility of requesting from the Japanese 
Statistics Bureau individual earner data for each household that will enable us to carry 
out a more accurate estimation of disposable income for Japan. 
 
It would also have been interesting to explore the spatial dimension of income 
inequality in both countries. Unfortunately, this was not possible as the Japanese data 
did not include any geographical information (other than metropolitan or non 
metropolitan). Nevertheless, one of our immediate priorities is to explore the possibility 
of using the technique of spatial microsimulation to combine data from the National 
Survey of Family Income and Expenditure with the Japanese census of population in 
order to produce small area microdata that will include household income. Two of the 
project members have successfully collaborated on such an effort in the past (Nakaya et 
al., 2006), so we will be building on this work. 
  
Another priority is to examine the geography of subjective happiness and well-being in 
Japan and to explore links with social cohesion and social capital.  Unfortunately this 
was not possible due to data limitations, but during 2-month visit of Dr Ballas at 
Ritsumeikan he dicussed the possibility of exploring spatial variations in subjective 
happiness and life satisfaction byJapan by combining data from the Japanese General 
Social Survey (JGSS) which was recently linked by Nakaya and Hanibuchi (2009) to a 
series of neighbourhoods’ indicators including geodemographics classifications by 
Mosaic Japan.  Dr Ballas, Professor Nakaya and Dr Hanibuchi jointly visited the Osaka 
University of Commerce in early July and conducted some preliminary multilevel 
modelling analysis of this data set building on recent relevant work by Dr Ballas and 
colleagues in Britain (Ballas, 2010; Ballas and Dorling, 2011; Ballas and Tranmer, 2011). 
They also submitted an abstract for a paper to be presented at the 17th European 
Colloquim on Quantitative and Theoretical Geography. It is envisaged that this analysis 
will be extended in order to explore links between happiness and social cohesion.   
 
Overall, we feel that this research project strengthened considerably existing links 
between the University of Sheffield and Ritsumeikan University and it also established a 
new link with the University of York. We envisage that our on-going work building on 
this project will lead to papers in pertinent national and international conferences and 
peer-reviewed academic journal papers in due course.  
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