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Abstract: We compare the association between educational attainment and housework participation
among single and married women in Japan and the US. Using the cross-sectional time-use diaries from
the 2006 American Time Use Survey (ATUS) and the 2006 Japanese Survey on Time Use and Leisure
Activities (STULA) and unconditional quantile regressions (UQR), we test whether educational
attainment is associated with less time spent on housework in Japan compared to the US. We find
that this assumption stands only for American women and non-married Japanese women. However,
married Japanese women are unlikely to reduce participation in housework with an increase in their
educational level. Married Japanese women are more likely to do more housework proportionately
to the level of their education. The findings reveal the presence of a marriage penalty among highly
educated Japanese women. In Japan, the institute of marriage places higher expectations regarding
women’s housework participation on married women with higher levels of education, thereby
penalising Japanese women with higher educational attainments. Our findings illustrate that the
tenets of the resource-based and gender-centred frameworks developed based on the empirical
findings in Western countries cannot always directly apply to the patterns observed in East Asia.
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1. Introduction

Global societies are moving towards an equal division of labour (Altintas and Sullivan 2017;
Kan et al. 2011; Marshall 2011; Sullivan et al. 2018) but the gains for women have been relatively slow
(Treas and Lui 2013). Many triumphs in gender equality have been ascribed to women’s increased
participation in the labour market and their successes in the educational system. Thus, the overall trends
demonstrate that women with higher levels of educational attainment engage in housework less than
women who have lower levels of education (Altintas and Sullivan 2017; Álvarez and Miles 2003; Chesters
2011; Evertsson and Nermo 2007; Fuwa and Cohen 2007; Gupta 2007; Ruppanner 2010), partially
because they have better skills to negotiate housework responsibilities and mature in more egalitarian
educational environments, with the normalised expectations of an equal division of housework labour
at home (Altintas and Sullivan 2017).

The present study contributes to this issue by testing the association of education with housework
participation in Japan, compared to the US. The paper challenges the conventional theoretical explanations
of the resource-based and gender-centred frameworks in housework literature (Becker 1981; Brines
1994; Chesters 2011; Davis and Greenstein 2009; Gupta 2007; Killewald and Gough 2010; West and
Zimmerman 1987). Notably, it calls for the consideration of cultural contexts where women’s educational
attainments do not open enough career opportunities due to persistent structural barriers (Ruppanner
2009) and where higher levels of education do not necessarily relate to a more gender-egalitarian
ideology. For women in such contexts, higher levels of education, as a resource facilitated by an
espoused gender ideology, might not be associated with lower levels of housework participation.
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For instance, a positive association between educational attainment and housework was observed in
Ueda (2005) but only noted as an anomaly without an exhaustive discussion. Earlier studies have also
established that in East Asia, the likelihood of employment among highly educated women plummets
after childbirth (Brinton and Oh 2019), but housework is shared more equitably among higher-educated
couples on weekends (Kan and Laurie 2018).

Another contribution of the present study is establishing that education produces a differential
effect on housework participation among women depending on the levels of housework participation.
Education may matter at average levels of housework division but might have only subtler effects on
the lower or higher levels of housework participation. Higher levels of housework participation are
more likely to be over-represented by women who are not in the labour market and are stay-at-home
housewives with care responsibilities. Conversely, lower levels of housework participation might be
populated by women who have to work long hours, such as women on the two different sides of the
earnings spectrum: professionals and the working poor.

Moreover, the present paper discusses the association of education with housework participation
at different life-course stages, mainly focusing on marriage and parenthood. These stages are the
major milestones of adult life and affect how much educational attainment ameliorates the necessity
to do housework. Life-course stages have been studied extensively in relation to paid work and
earnings. For instance, Budig et al. (2012) analysed the motherhood penalty on women’s earnings
across European and North American countries and found that the penalty was significant even after
controlling for individual and cultural variation. In unpaid work, previous housework literature
echoes the literature on paid work, asserting that, on top of the penalties in paid work, transitions
into marriage and parenthood aggravate women’s housework responsibilities (Blair and Lichter 1991;
Cowan and Cowan 1992; South and Spitze 1994). Between marriage and parenthood, the latter is
more strongly associated with a decrease in paid work and an increase in unpaid work than marriage
(Budig and Hodges 2014; Cooke and Hook 2018).

In the present paper, we reconcile the three directions identified in the previous research
by (1) examining cross-national variations, (2) differentiating by level of housework participation,
and (3) analysing the association between education and housework participation on different life-course
transitions. We use the unconditional quantile regression (UQR) (Firpo et al. 2009) on the American
Time Use Survey (ATUS) and the Japanese Survey of Time Use and Leisure Activities (STULA) to
test whether educational level produces differences in the allocation of time to housework at different
levels of housework participation among non-married and married Japanese women in the same way
as it does in the US.

2. The Role of Education in the Division of Housework

Education plays a vital role in the two main approaches to the explanation of the gender differences
in housework participation. On the one hand, education works as an individual resource, and thus,
its association with housework participation can rely on the rational choice theory. On the other hand,
education plays a major part in gendering processes through the educational system. Imbued with
dissimilar gendering experiences, people develop different gender practices, including those related to
housework participation. Accordingly, the association between education and housework participation
can also depend on the gendering processes of the educational socialisation.

2.1. Education as an Individual Resource

Similar to earnings and wealth, education represents an individual resource. From the household
specialisation perspective (Becker 1981), education signals partners’ accumulation of advantage through
time investment into knowledge acquisition and skills development. According to this perspective,
superior skills work as a basis for a partner to specialise in the market activities, whereas their
spouse, with comparatively lower levels of education, specialises in unpaid work and household
production activities.
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From the bargaining perspective in housework research (Blood and Wolfe 1960; Coverman 1985;
Hook 2004; Kubo 2009; Nakagawa 2009), higher levels of education can be individuals’ bargaining
chips in the division of household labour and can also help them to be more eloquent when negotiating.
Consequently, education becomes a skill that affects the bargaining outcomes of the partners’ division
of household labour. These mechanisms based on resources work in both Western countries and
East Asia. In Japan, researchers found that in heterosexual households where women have higher
bargaining power and relative resources, men participate more actively in housework and childcare
activities than in households, where women cannot contribute to the family income (Kubo 2009;
Nakagawa 2009).

Education also represents the absolute resources of an individual. According to the absolute
resources perspective (Gupta 2007; Killewald and Gough 2010), education is a resource that can be
used to accumulate monetary resources to be able to outsource housework to hired labour, without
having to negotiate with one’s partner.

On the whole, in all resource-based perspectives—specialisation, relative-resources, and absolute-
resources perspectives—on par with individual monetary resources and time, education is central to
the explanation of the gendered division of domestic labour.

2.2. Education as a Gendering Process

The societal expectations about traditional gender performances are higher in Japan than in
Western countries. Out of 149 countries, Japan was ranked 110, below the world average in the Global
Gender Gap Report 2018 (World Economic Forum 2018). The long work hours in Japan prevent women
with children to remain in the workforce after childbirth. The full-time employment among Japanese
women has followed what is called the “M-curve” when women quit their full-time employment
in their 20s and 30s because of childcare responsibilities and return into the workforce after their
children grow up. Some demographers have reported that the “M-curve” has been disappearing in
recent decades, arguing that the labour market opportunities for Japanese women have improved
over time (Ato and Tsuya 2018). However, more recent research shows that the M-curve in women’s
employment did not weaken; its dispersal is the result of the delayed birth among some Japanese
women (Brinton and Oh 2019). Thus, women still quit their full-time jobs at the time of childbirth,
only at different ages rather than at the uniform time as before (Brinton and Oh 2019).

A study of gender inequality in the medical profession reveals that upon childbearing, Japanese
women experience a work-life strain because of an inadequate child support system, harassment at the
workplace, and social sanctions for violating stereotypical gender role expectations (Izumi et al. 2013;
Nomura et al. 2015). Harassment, reported by women in Nomura et al. (2015), referred to criticisms and
discrimination endured by mothers from their male and female colleagues because of the widespread
belief that longer leaves by mothers due to childrearing responsibilities would increase the workload
of others, who have to cover for the new mothers, and because there is no temporary staff to cover the
resulting labour force shortages.

Although powerful as an individual resource, education can also be a socialisation tool. People
learn gender scripts and socially accepted gender performances in their families and from society
through a process referred to as socialisation. One important socialisation institution is the educational
system. In the system, people acquire their gender behaviours (Brines 1994; Kan and Laurie 2018;
Kolpashnikova 2018; Thébaud et al. 2019; West and Zimmerman 1987) and espouse gender ideologies
(Davis and Greenstein 2009; Ishii-Kuntz and Coltrane 1992; Ishii-Kuntz 2009). Although socialisation
processes can be traced in most societies, they are also unique in the sense that the scripts related
to gender performances and internalised gender ideology are often dependent on the local culture
or even the school. Although the existence of cultural idiosyncrasies in the socialisation process is
not contested, the previous literature asserts that education is more conducive to gender-egalitarian
ideology within most cultural contexts, and thus works in East Asia in the same general direction as in
Western countries (Ishii-Kuntz 2005; Ishii-Kuntz 2009). Still, the contradicting results on the association
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between education and housework participation are present in the literature on Japanese women but
have not been discussed theoretically (Kan et al. 2019; Ueda 2005).

Overall, from the gender perspectives in housework research, educational institutions are one of
the main catalysts through which women and men acquire gender scripts and identities. Education
reflects the processes of socialisation in educational institutions, which are often bounded within a
culture and a smaller geographic area. The gender ideology transferred within the educational system
may vary across different contexts. Some of the resulting educational socialisation differences between
East Asia and the US can be due to the methods through which students learn and the ways of how
gender scripts are acquired. For example, Azuma (1994) points out that socialisation in schools in Japan
and the US occurs through different methods. In the US, verbal teaching is more common, whereas in
Japan students learn more through osmosis—imitation and conformity.

2.3. Education’s Effects on Housework at Life-Course Stages and by Gender

We should expect differences in the effects of educational attainment on housework participation
not only depending on cultural processes but also on the life-course stage. Previous literature shows
that married women spend more time on housework than single, separated, or divorced women
(Baxter et al. 2008; Baxter et al. 2010; Gupta 2007). On the one hand, according to the resource-based
arguments in housework research, this effect of marriage on women’s housework is due to the fact that
a family of two or more needs more housework done in total compared to single people, and women
usually shoulder most housework responsibilities because of patriarchal hegemonic structures common
to most modern societies. According to the resource-based explanations, because the amount of
housework increases, while the social power of women does not, the amount of housework that
married women do ends up being more than what the single women must do for themselves.

The gender-centred explanation, on the other hand, assigns more explanatory value to the fact that
heterosexual partnerships lay heightened expectations of traditional gender performances on women,
meaning that in marriage, women are expected to do more housework and are sanctioned more
harshly than men if they do not (Ruppanner and Treas 2015; Thébaud et al. 2019). Therefore, the institute
of heterosexual marriage is one of the “gender factories” and life-course stages where women are
expected to perform their traditional gender (Baxter et al. 2008; Berk 1985; West and Zimmerman 1987).
They reaffirm their gender identity by engaging in more traditionally feminine activities such as
housework. Thus, gender scholars argued that married women were more likely to perform their
gender via housework activities than other women (Berk 1985; Bittman et al. 2003).

3. Previous Research in Japan and the US

Overall, studies report similar patterns of paid work, education, and housework over the recent
decades among women in Japan and the US (Álvarez and Miles 2003; Chesters 2011; Evertsson and
Nermo 2007; Fuwa and Cohen 2007; Guppy et al. 2019; Gupta 2007; Ruppanner 2010). A higher
proportion of women participates in the labour market now than in the past in Western countries
(Guppy et al. 2019; Qian and Sayer 2016), and the educational attainment of women reached and even
exceeded the average level for men (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). Substantial progress has been made
to enact equal opportunities legislation in the labour market in both the US and Japan. Nevertheless,
in both countries, most housework is still performed by women (Inaba 1998; Ishii-Kuntz 2009; Kan et al.
2019; Matsuda 2001; Nishioka and Yamauchi 2017; Tsuya 2000). In the US, Sayer (2010) demonstrates
that the trends in housework consistently show that the amount of housework decreased for women
and increased for men between 1970s and 2000s. In Japan, Kolpashnikova et al. (2019) showed that the
amount of housework for Japanese women decreased between 2011 and 2016; using the raw data from
the Statistical Bureau of Japan.

The two societies differ in the level of severity of gendered barriers in the labour market.
On the one hand, in Japan, the traditional gender-specialisation model with men-breadwinners and
women-homemakers remains dominant (Brinton and Oh 2019; Kan and Hertog 2017; Lee and Ono 2008).
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Men are expected to focus their time on paid work, whereas most Japanese women quit their jobs after
nuptials (Brinton and Oh 2019). Brinton and Oh (2019) show that the “M-curve” of the life-course
progression through employment has flattened for Japanese women, and the labour force participation
rate by age group in Japan is now similar to the US. However, the flattening of the “M-curve” in Japan,
as Brinton and Oh (2019) argue, is misleading, because it includes both married and non-married
women. Considering the increase in the delay in marriage and childbirth among Japanese women,
the flattening might simply be the artefact of changing marriage and fertility patterns. Studies overall
show that in the US, the dual-earner household model is more prevalent (Brinton and Oh 2019).
Even after marriage, most American women and men keep a paid job.

These contextual differences in structural barriers are also embodied in how gender expectations are
socialised across different life-course stages depending on the cultural and political context (Hook 2010;
Knudsen and Wærness 2007; Stier and Lewin-Epstein 2007). Every life-course stage represents a unique
set of normative expectations and social identities, all of which are also context-dependent (Elder 1998).
For example, Rothbaum et al. (2000) argue that there are specific motivational values associated with
each life-course transition, and those in Japan are different from those in the US. The nuances in
motivational values across different cultural and political contexts influence the resulting behaviour
and the allocation of time to various activities, including unpaid work.

4. Hypotheses

Both from the resource-based and gender-centred perspectives, women with higher educational
attainment are more likely to engage in paid work compared to women with lower educational
attainments (England et al. 2004; Rubery et al. 1999). Consequently, they have less time to spare on
housework and other unpaid work (Killewald and Gough 2010; Qian and Sayer 2016; Sayer 2010).
Following the main theoretical frameworks of housework research, including both economic and
gender perspectives, we expect that:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). The effects of education are negative on housework participation of both Japanese and
American women, regardless of the level of housework participation.

Considering the profound differences in gender roles and expectations in Japan, compared to
Western countries including the US, we can also expect that the effects of education on housework time
to be absent or even contrary to those expected in Western countries. The gendered character of the
institute of marriage in Japan lays out expectations on women to quit (temporarily or permanently) the
workforce. Such expectations are less pronounced in the US. Therefore, the alternative hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). The effects of education are non-existent or positive on housework participation among
Japanese women.

We can also expect some variability among women at different life-course stages. Life-course
transitions, such as the transition to a partnered union, are expected to affect housework participation.
For example, Gupta (1999) and South and Spitze (1994) found that married women and men are more
involved in housework activities compared to single people. However, Baxter et al. (2008) found that
the effects, leading to an increase of the housework time upon marriage, apply to women but not
to men. Overall, the previous research suggests that there is a change in the amount of housework
done on each life-course stage among women, but there is not likely to be a change in the association
between education and housework participation regardless of the life-course stage.

However, the country differences should be observed in the amount of housework time but not
in the association between education and housework (Inaba 1998; Ishii-Kuntz 2009; Kan et al. 2019;
Matsuda 2001; Nishioka and Yamauchi 2017; Tsuya 2000). Thus, we expect the following:
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). The amount of housework performed differs for women at different life-course stages
(marriage and childbirth).

5. Data and Methods

We used the 2006 STULA (Statistics Bureau 2016) and the 2006 ATUS (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019).
STULA data collect time diaries for two consecutive days, allowing their treatment as panel data, where
the weekday is used as the time variable. Drawing a sample from the Current Population Survey (CPS),
ATUS collects time-use diaries of one respondent per household in all 50 states. We chose the two
countries as proxies for testing the current theoretical frameworks in housework for two main reasons.
First, there are contextual differences between the two that may highlight our results in a clearer and
straight-forward way. Second, both countries have very reliable data, which lend credibility to the
results obtained through this analysis.

The analytical sample was restricted to women, aged 20 to 60, who reported doing housework on
the diary day. The Japanese sample includes 10,957 non-married women without children, 16,799 married
women without children, and 33,453 married women. The American sample is represented by
599 non-married women without children, 492 married women without children, and 1780 married
women. We chose only one year from the ATUS to make the results comparable across the two countries.

5.1. Measures

The dependent variable is represented by an aggregate measure of the time spent on routine
housework, including cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry. We focus on routine housework rather
than non-routine tasks, such as gardening and house repairs, because past studies show that the routine
tasks are the core types of housework for bargaining, outsourcing, and gender display (Hook 2017;
Kan et al. 2011; Kolpashnikova 2018; Kolpashnikova and Kan 2020a, 2020b). Thus, we restricted
housework to indoor routine housework for this study. Housework participation is measured in
minutes on the diary day.

The main independent variable—education—is a continuous variable, measured in years spent in
education. We included household income as a control variable, which is transformed into a categorical
measure by the quartiles of income. The lowest quartile represents the lowest 25% of household
income, whereas the top quartile represents the upper 25% of household income.

The age variable is represented by age groups: aged 20–29, 30–39, 40–49, and 50–59. Other control
variables include household size, homeownership (dummy variable), employment status (dummy
variable), and urban residence (dummy variable).

Tables 1 and 2 summarise the descriptive estimates of means and proportions for the main
variables across the deciles of housework participation in Japan (Table 1) and the US (Table 2). Tables 1
and 2 show substantial differences between women in the top and the bottom deciles of housework
participation. Japanese women in the top decile, on average, spend more than ten times the time
that women in the bottom decile spend on housework. As noted in the theoretical part, most women
in the lower deciles of housework participation were less likely to be employed than women in the
upper deciles.

Table 2 shows that American women in the top decile take almost 40 times longer than women in
the bottom decile. Unlike in Japan, the household income is higher in the households in the middle
deciles of housework participation than on both ends. In Japan, however, household income is higher
in households where women are in the upper deciles of housework participation. These numbers
reflect the labour markets in the two countries: in Japan, households still depend mostly on a single
salary, whereas in the US, two-income households are more common.
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Table 1. Pooled descriptive statistics, 20 to 60-year-old women, Japan 2006.

Japanese Women HW Education HI Age Hhld
Size

Own
Home Employed Urban

Bottom decile of HW 42.12 *** 13.06 *** 0.552 *** 37.95 *** 2.728 *** 0.611 0.836 0.490
(0.349) (0.0479) (0.00831) (0.232) (0.0296)

10–20th percentile 83.73 *** 12.90 *** 0.586 *** 41.56 *** 2.734 *** 0.656 0.794 0.488
(0.224) (0.0710) (0.0113) (0.355) (0.0353)

20–30th percentile 113.8 *** 12.70 *** 0.577 *** 42.40 *** 2.776 *** 0.657 0.793 0.454
(0.177) (0.0444) (0.00929) (0.252) (0.0288)

30–40th percentile 150.3 *** 12.74 *** 0.597 *** 43.24 *** 2.896 *** 0.699 0.739 0.475
(0.227) (0.0356) (0.00724) (0.196) (0.0208)

40–50th percentile 186.8 *** 12.74 *** 0.602 *** 43.22 *** 2.948 *** 0.698 0.685 0.497
(0.181) (0.0452) (0.00844) (0.231) (0.0268)

50–60th percentile 216.8 *** 12.77 *** 0.598 *** 43.68 *** 2.940 *** 0.682 0.626 0.511
(0.179) (0.0410) (0.00898) (0.270) (0.0278)

60–70th percentile 254.3 *** 12.80 *** 0.619 *** 43.63 *** 2.988 *** 0.723 0.563 0.519
(0.267) (0.0381) (0.00807) (0.232) (0.0234)

70–80th percentile 306.4 *** 12.89 *** 0.629 *** 43.98 *** 3.030 *** 0.737 0.497 0.548
(0.344) (0.0425) (0.00778) (0.228) (0.0239)

80–90th percentile 371.5 *** 12.80 *** 0.635 *** 44.71 *** 3.145 *** 0.741 0.449 0.552
(0.478) (0.0404) (0.00816) (0.221) (0.0259)

Top decile of HW 508.9 *** 12.87 *** 0.655 *** 45.44 *** 3.313 *** 0.783 0.367 0.600
(2.268) (0.0441) (0.00892) (0.211) (0.0276)

Standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.01. HW—housework, HI—Household Income, Hhld Size—Household size.

Table 2. Pooled descriptive statistics, 20 to 60-year-old women, US 2006.

American Women HW Education HI Age Hhld
Size

Own
Home Employed Urban

Bottom decile of HW 12.46 *** 14.46 *** 56,883 *** 42.02 *** 2.587 *** 0.700 0.838 0.865
(0.288) (0.121) (1932) (0.496) (0.0638)

10–20th percentile 28.83 *** 14.30 *** 60,839 *** 40.55 *** 2.864 *** 0.700 0.825 0.814
(0.133) (0.162) (2450) (0.634) (0.0807)

20–30th percentile 44.21 *** 14.26 *** 58,369 *** 40.93 *** 2.988 *** 0.719 0.800 0.806
(0.341) (0.146) (2174) (0.537) (0.0780)

30–40th percentile 62.60 *** 14.19 *** 57,268 *** 39.77 *** 3.046 *** 0.693 0.760 0.821
(0.209) (0.152) (2154) (0.550) (0.0775)

40–50th percentile 83.74 *** 13.96 *** 62,683 *** 40.82 *** 3.207 *** 0.722 0.737 0.838
(0.347) (0.150) (2384) (0.546) (0.0804)

50–60th percentile 110.0 *** 14.12 *** 60,636 *** 41.09 *** 3.117 *** 0.731 0.682 0.826
(0.473) (0.127) (2125) (0.491) (0.0693)

60–70th percentile 144.2 *** 13.99 *** 63,043 *** 40.13 *** 3.421 *** 0.726 0.642 0.850
(0.620) (0.137) (2206) (0.520) (0.0730)

70–80th percentile 191.9 *** 13.72 *** 57,823 *** 40.39 *** 3.341 *** 0.696 0.632 0.811
(0.729) (0.150) (2164) (0.512) (0.0768)

80–90th percentile 255.1 *** 13.80 *** 58,595 *** 40.71 *** 3.510 *** 0.701 0.603 0.856
(1.248) (0.150) (2118) (0.481) (0.0754)

Top decile of HW 427.0 *** 13.28 *** 53,618 *** 41.35 *** 3.638 *** 0.738 0.548 0.838
(5.420) (0.166) (1877) (0.464) (0.0730)

Standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.01. HW—housework, HI—Household Income, Hhld Size—Household size.

5.2. Models

We employed the unconditional quantile regression in our models (Firpo et al. 2009). This method
is commonly used in the studies of motherhood premiums (Budig and Hodges 2014; Cooke and Hook
2018; England et al. 2016; Killewald and Bearak 2014). UQR is preferred to the conditional quantile
regression because the latter provides more biased results than UQR (Killewald and Bearak 2014).
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For the American data, we used the original rifreg program to run the UQR regression models,
developed by Firpo et al. (2009). For the Japanese data, in addition to the original rifreg, designed for
cross-sectional data, we also used the UQR for panel data (using the seven weekdays as panels). The Stata
program for the panel data UQR was developed by Borgen (2016). Additionally, we bootstraped
the standard errors of model coefficients, as suggested in Cooke and Hook (2018). The results in
estimations for cross-sectional and panel data analysis in Japan do not alter the main findings of this
paper. Full output tables are available in the Supplementary Materials.

6. Results and Discussion

Table 3 and Figure 1 summarise the estimates for Japan and the US of the effects of education
on routine housework time, i.e., cooking and cleaning. We run separate UQR models on housework
participation for non-married (including separated and widowed) women without children, married
women without children, and married women with children. Table 3 summarises the outputs for the
select deciles (10%, 20%, 50%, 80%, and 90%). Our models try to capture how normative life-course
transitions in Japan affect the association between education and housework participation and compare
the outcomes to the US.
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Table 3. Summary of unconditional quantile regression (UQR) results for Japanese and American
Women Education’s Association with Housework.

Models UQR

10th Percentile 20th Percentile 50th Percentile 80th Percentile 90th Percentile

Japanese women

Non-Married Women −0.001 −0.012 *** −0.007 0.015 0.034 *
(0.002) (0.004) (0.007) (0.010) (0.021)

Married Women without Children 0.003 0.005 0.023 *** 0.031 *** 0.032 **
(0.004) (0.007) (0.007) (0.010) (0.013)

Married Women with Children 0.010 ** 0.011 ** 0.031 *** 0.031 *** 0.037 ***
(0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.010)

American women

Non-Married Women 0.011 0.001 −0.019 −0.026 −0.080
(0.015) (0.018) (0.016) (0.022) (0.067)

Married Women without Children −0.030 −0.021 −0.139 −0.058 −0.127
(0.021) (0.013) (0.102) (0.049) (0.093)

Married Women with Children −0.029 −0.078 * −0.094 * −0.202 −0.314
(0.033) (0.045) (0.048) (0.149) (0.276)

Standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

The negative coefficients in Table 3, corresponding to the left-pointing arrows in Figure 1, represent
the expected sign of the association between education and housework participation when higher levels
of educational attainment correspond to lower levels of housework participation for each separate
decile. The relative size of an arrow in Figure 1 represents the relative size of the effect of the association.

The results of Table 3 and Figure 1 show that the effects of education on housework participation
are different between Japan and the US. The findings for Japan suggest that the association of education
with housework participation among married women is positive, which contradicts the theoretical
expectations from both the economic and gender perspectives. The effects among married Japanese
women are contrary to those in the US or among non-married Japanese women: Japanese married
women spend more time on housework with the increase in their educational attainments on all levels
of housework participation. Therefore, the results of the present study do not provide support for
Hypothesis 1a in Japan. The results indicate that in Japan, the access to advanced educational degrees
is not likely to alleviate women’s housework responsibilities when they marry and that there are
cultural differences in the effects of education on housework participation between Japan and the US.

Additionally, only non-married Japanese women, who already are in the lower deciles of
housework participation, on average, decrease their housework participation with the increase in
their educational attainments. The finding refers to women who are in the lower quantiles (below the
6th decile). In contrast, the overall results for American non-married women support Hypothesis 1a.
Moreover, we observe that, regardless of their marital status and parenthood, American women lessen
their housework time when they have higher levels of education (see the right panel of Figure 1).

These results illustrate how the tenets of the resource-based and gender-centred frameworks
developed based on the empirical findings in Western countries cannot always apply to the patterns
observed in East Asia.

Predicted Means from the Unconditional Quantile Regression Models

Figures 2 and 3 summarise the estimates of the UQR models for the US and Japan. The solid
lines indicate non-married women, the dotted lines indicate married women without children, and the
dashed lines refer to married women with children’s association between education and housework
time. Although Figure 1 showed that the association in the US is more negative, and the association in
Japan is more positive, the predicted housework time by education years in both countries appears
flatter, especially in Japan. There is a more explicit negative association between education and
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housework participation mostly among married American women, who are in the upper deciles of
housework participation (see Figure 2).
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First, we find support for Hypothesis 2. There is an increase in the amount of housework
performed across different life-course stages. Non-married women in the US and Japan do the least
amount of housework and married women with children the most. In both countries, the gap is smaller
between married women with and without children than between married and non-married women.

The differences between women in different life-course stages are smaller at the lower half of
housework participation levels but higher in the upper half. However, the differences by deciles are more
pronounced in the US than in Japan. This result indicates that there are more differences by life-course
stage among the higher performers of housework than among those in the lower deciles. In Japan,
the differences by life-course stages are substantial regardless of the level of housework participation.

Overall, Figures 2 and 3 show that (1) there are differences in how education is associated with
housework time in the US compared to Japan; (2) there are differences in how education is associated
on different deciles of housework participation and by life-stage course, but only in the US. Japanese
women’s participation in housework appears to depend more on the life-course stage, and less on
educational level. Additionally, Figure 2 shows that there are stark differences among American
women without children in the 3rd and 6th deciles of housework participation depending on their
educational level.

7. Conclusions

Both the resource-based and gender-centred explanations of housework participation argue that
education is inversely associated with the level of housework participation among women. However,
our results reveal that these explanations cannot apply in different cultural contexts. The results of
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the present study show that even though education is accessible to most Japanese women, married
women with higher educational levels will still do more housework than those with lower levels of
education. Our findings strongly suggest that there is a marriage penalty among Japanese women
with higher levels of educational attainment: the more years of schooling, the more time spent on
housework. Thus, in Japan, married women with higher levels of education are more likely to espouse
more traditional feminine scripts regarding housework performance because the institute of marriage
places higher expectations on married women’s housework participation. Our work supports the
arguments in Brinton and Oh (2019) and further confirms that despite recent strides towards gender
equality, the mechanisms assumed to help women through education proved to be successful in the
West might not be applicable in other contexts, particularly in Japan.

A closer analysis based on the UQR models reveals that the housework participation among
Japanese women does not depend on the level of education, but on the life-course stage, particularly
on marriage. It is in the context of the global north, specifically in the US, that education is associated
with a decrease in housework time among married and non-married women alike. In other cultural
contexts, such as Japan, we might find the evidence that the cultural meanings of housework are more
complex and culturally-bound than the researchers of housework have assumed. Thus, the theoretical
frameworks (resource-based and gender-centred) thought to work in Western countries might not work
in the same way in others. Education, as a socialisation medium, conveys different values. Moreover,
the institution of heterosexual marriage might place higher expectations of housework participation
on women in Japan than those expected in the US. These contextual nuances call for the development
of more culturally-sensitive housework theories.

One limitation of our work is that we use the 2006 data, as they are the newest STULA dataset
available to scholars outside Japan. Although the 2011 and 2016 datasets are available to use in the
data centres in Japan, the current pandemic outbreak prevented us from travelling to Japan. Moreover,
the turn-out speed on the release of the tables that are created at the data centres remains very slow for
the peer review process to be able to accommodate them. However, we are in the process of negotiating
with the Japanese government officials the acceleration of the data release process.

Another limitation of the present study is that we are using an unconventional method to analyse
housework participation. Although UQR is not explicitly restrictive in its use, it prevented us from
including the diaries that did not report housework participation on the diary day. These results and
the use of the method should be approached with caution.

Future research can investigate further how the extant theoretical frameworks in unpaid work
perform across different cultural contexts.
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