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Abstract
This paper examines elderly people’s saving behavior by conducting a bias-adjusted 

analysis concerning the amounts of their savings and asset liquidations using micro data ob-
tained through the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure in consideration of 
the results of past studies. The main findings of this paper are that: (1) among elderly house-
holds, households of married couples and one-person households (hereinafter referred to as 
“independent elderly households”) usually build up savings when working and liquidate as-
sets when not working; (2) in the case of non-working households, the asset liquidation 
amount per month is 14,400 yen, markedly smaller than the figure of 97,500 yen indicated 
in the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure; (3) households comprised of el-
derly people and their children (hereinafter referred to as “extended households”) generally 
build up savings regardless of whether they work; (4) among independent elderly house-
holds, there is a tendency that the proportion of households that build up savings (savings 
rate) is higher in higher income, asset and age brackets; and (5) when independent elderly 
households are classified by the existence or non-existence of children, the savings rate is 
higher among those which have children than among those which do not.
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I.  Introduction

The life cycle hypothesis assumes that elderly people support their living by using cash 
obtained through the liquidation of assets that they have built up during their working life. 
What is the value of the asset liquidation per month? According to the National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications), a rep-
resentative statistical survey that describes the actual financial state of Japanese households, 
the average amount of asset liquidations by elderly households was 97,489 yen per month in 
2009.1 Meanwhile, according to the Family Income and Expenditure Survey (Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Communications), the average asset liquidation amount is 45,331 yen 
per month.2 Is it true that elderly households in Japan liquidate assets worth as much as 
45,000 to 100,000 yen per month on average?

The data set of the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure is prepared based 
mainly on a household account book questionnaire covering three periods from September 
to November.3 Public pension benefits, which represent the main income source for elderly 
people, are paid bimonthly in even-numbered months. However, in the National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure, only the payment of two months’ worth of public pension 
benefits in October is recorded for the three-month survey period. As a result, it is possible 
that the amount of asset liquidations by elderly households is overstated in the survey. 
Meanwhile, the proportion of households that record the receipt of public pension benefits 
in the household account book in the Family Income and Expenditure Survey is around 75% 
among all households comprised of non-working married couple households whose head is 
aged 65 or older.4 This figure is lower than the proportion of people eligible to receive pub-
lic pension benefits. In short, it is possible that the estimated asset liquidation amount of 
around 45,000 yen overstates the actual figure. In light of the above, in order to identify el-
derly people’s actual saving behavior, it is necessary to re-calculate the amounts of their 
savings and asset liquidations after making adjustments for seasonal and other factors based 
on raw data obtained through the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

In this paper, we first identify the distribution of assets held by elderly people based on 
raw data obtained through the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure and then 
re-calculate the savings and asset liquidation amounts while taking into consideration statis-
tical biases in light of past studies. Based on the results, we will examine the trend in elderly 
households’ saving behavior. The main findings of this paper are that: (1) among elderly 
households, households of married couples and one-person households (hereinafter referred 
to as “independent elderly households”) usually build up savings when working and liqui-
                          
1 Non-working households whose head is aged 65 or older. For detailed information, see the 2009 annual report on the Nation-
al Survey of Family Income and Expenditure Vol. 7: Elderly households, p.40.
2 Non-working households whose head is aged 60 or older. For detailed information, see the 2016 Annual Report on the Fami-
ly Income and Expenditure Survey Ⅰ Household Income-Expenditure, p. 44-45.
3 A household account book questionnaire covering the two-month period of October-November in the case of one-person 
households.
4 See Stephens and Unayama (2011).
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date assets when not working; (2) in the case of non-working households, the asset liquida-
tion amount per month is 14,400 yen, markedly smaller than the figure of 97,500 yen indi-
cated in the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure; (3) households comprised 
of elderly people and their children (hereinafter referred to as “extended households”) gen-
erally build up savings regardless of whether or not they work; (4) among independent el-
derly households, there is a tendency that the proportion of households that build up savings 
(savings rate) is higher in higher income, asset and age brackets; and (5) when independent 
elderly households are classified by the existence or non-existence of children, the savings 
rate is higher among those which have children than among those which do not.

Past studies concerning elderly people’s saving behavior show various results. For ex-
ample, Horioka (2010) found that elderly households liquidate assets worth around 40,000 
to 50,000 yen per month on a net basis. Meanwhile, Hayashi et al. (1988) and Ono et al. 
(2013a) found that elderly households generally build up savings on a net basis.

Among the factors behind the difference in the estimated amount of savings by elderly 
people between past studies is the choice of data sets: whether information from the “house-
hold account book” is used with respect to income, as in the case of Horioka, or information 
from “annual income, savings questionnaire” is used, as in the case of Hayashi et al. (1988) 
and Ono et al. (2013a). If we take into consideration the closeness of the proportion of peo-
ple who receive public pension benefits as indicated by the “annual income, savings ques-
tionnaire” to the proportion of people eligible to receive public pension benefits, the season-
ality of the payment of public pension benefits, and the underrepresentation of the amount 
of public pension benefits in the household account book, it is necessary to use the “annual 
income, savings questionnaire” in order to identify elderly people’s actual saving behavior. 
With respect to the amount of consumption expenditure that is necessary for the calculation 
of the amount of savings, Unayama (2009) pointed out that the amount of consumption ex-
penditure is underrepresented in the household account book in the Family Income and Ex-
penditure Survey. With respect to the amount of non-consumption expenditure, such as tax 
and social security payments, Ono et al. (2013b) pointed out the possibility that the amount 
of tax and insurance payments may be underrepresented in the Family Income and Expendi-
ture Survey and the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure. Therefore, neces-
sary adjustments should be made with respect to each survey. However, as Hayashi et al. 
(1988) and Ono et al. (2013a) did not make adjustments with respect to consumption and 
non-consumption expenditure, it is possible that the amount of savings was overstated. This 
paper uses the “annual income, savings questionnaire” with respect to income. Meanwhile, 
with respect to consumption and non-consumption expenditure, this paper makes adjust-
ments in light of the possible statistical biases pointed out by Unayama (2009) and Ono et 
al. (2013b) in order to make clear elderly people’s actual saving behavior.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses government statistics and past 
studies concerning elderly people’s savings. Section 3 explains an overview of the National 
Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, which is used by this paper, and the actual state 
of assets, mainly those held by elderly households. Section 4 explains the method of analyz-

Policy Research Institute, Ministry of Finance, Japan, Public Policy Review, Vol.14, No.4, July 2018



ing elderly households’ savings and presents the analysis results. Section 5 analyzes the sav-
ing behavior of elderly households classified by various attributes. Section 6 explains this 
paper’s conclusion and summarizes future challenges.

II.  Government statistics and past studies

Government statistics concerning household finance show that elderly households in Ja-
pan cover a large portion of their post-retirement consumption expenditure with cash gained 
through asset liquidations in addition to social security benefits. For example, the 2009 an-
nual report on the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure (Ministry of Internal 
Affairs and Communications) analyzed the results of the tabulation of data on the average 
monthly income and expenditure of elderly households, defined as households whose head 
is 65 years or older.5 According to the analysis by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Com-
munications, working elderly households recorded a surplus (difference between income 
and expenditure) of 14,999 yen, while non-working elderly households recorded a deficit of 
97,489 yen. The ministry pointed out that non-working elderly households cover their defi-
cit with cash obtained through asset liquidations (see Figures 1 and 2). Meanwhile, the 2009 

Figure 1 Monthly average income and expenditure of elderly households (elderly employee households comprised of two or more elderly persons)

Source: 2009 annual report on the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure Report Vol. 7: Elderly 
households, p.41

                          
5 See the 2009 annual report on the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure Report Vol. 7: Elderly households, 
p.40.
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annual report on the Family Income and Expenditure Survey (Ministry of Internal Affairs 
and Communications) analyzed the average monthly household balance of income and ex-
penditure of non-working elderly households, defined as households comprised of 
non-working people whose head is aged 60 or older6 (see Figure 3). According to the analy-
sis by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication, non-working elderly households 
had a disposable income deficit of 45,331 yen relative to consumption expenditure, and they 
covered the deficit with cash obtained through asset liquidations. This figure is smaller than 
the deficit of 97,489 yen that is indicated by the National Survey of Family Income and Ex-
penditure. Even though the two surveys were conducted in the same year and analyzed 
households with similar attributes, there is a significant difference between the asset liquida-
tion amounts indicated by the two different data sets.

Here, we will look at past studies concerning elderly people’s savings.
First, Horioka (1996) and Yashiro and Maeda (1994) reviewed theories concerning 

households’ saving behavior. Both of these past studies discussed the life cycle hypothesis 
and the dynasty model theory. The life cycle hypothesis assumes that households build up 
assets during the working period and liquidate assets in the post-retirement period. In other 
words, it assumes that elderly people liquidate assets. On the other hand, the dynasty model 
assumes that the parent generation behaves on the assumption of leaving assets to be inher-

Figure 2 Monthly average income and expenditure of elderly households (non-working elderly households comprised of two or more persons)

Source: 2009 annual report on the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure Report 
Vol. 7: Elderly households, p.41

                          
6 See the 2016 Annual Report on the Family Income and Expenditure Survey Ⅰ Household Income-Expenditure, p. 44-45.
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ited by children based on altruism. In this case, elderly people do not necessarily liquidate 
assets. However, if elderly people leave inheritances for bequest motives, their bequeathing 
may be regarded as a favor that they provide for being cared for by their children. Therefore, 
their action can be considered to be consistent with the life cycle hypothesis.

As for empirical studies, we may cite a series of studies by Professor C.Y. Horioka, in-
cluding Horioka et al. (1996), Horioka (2006), and Horioka (2010). Horioka et al. (1996) 
analyzed changes in the outstanding balance of assets over a one-year period using the Fi-
nancial Asset Selection Survey (Postal Research Institute, Ministry of Posts and Telecom-
munications), which was conducted in 1992. Horioka (2006) and Horioka (2010) analyzed 
the difference between the income and expenditure of non-working elderly households using 
the tabulation table of the Family Income and Expenditure Survey. Both of these studies 
showed that elderly people liquidate assets in the post-retirement period.7 In particular, 
Horioka (2010) pointed out that households of elderly married couples liquidate assets 
worth 40,000 to 50,000 yen per month in the post-retirement period.

Among other empirical studies, Yashiro and Maeda (1994) and Otake (1991) supported 
the finding that elderly people liquidate assets. For example, Yashiro and Maeda (1994) 
pointed out that non-working elderly households liquidate assets based on data from the 
1989 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure. Meanwhile, Otake (1991), using 

Figure 3 Household income and expenditure of non-working elderly households (overall)

Source: 2009 Annual Report on the Family Income and Expenditure Survey Ⅰ Household Income-Expenditure,  
p. 44

                          
7 For example, see Horioka (2010) p. 155, Table 3.
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the 1986 Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions (Ministry of Health, Labour and Wel-
fare), showed that non-working elderly people who live separately from their children or 
who have no children liquidate assets at age 75 or above.

On the other hand, some other studies, such as Hayashi et al. (1988) and Ono et al. and 
Ono et al. (2013a) pointed out that elderly people do not necessarily liquidate assets. For ex-
ample, Hayashi et al. (1988), using raw data obtained through the 1984 National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure, pointed out that elderly households, excluding single-per-
son elderly households and nuclear households whose head is aged 80 or older, recorded net 
savings. Ono et al. (2013a) conducted fact-finding through a comparison between the Na-
tional Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, the Family Income and Expenditure Sur-
vey and the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions. It pointed out that even house-
holds whose head is aged 65 or older, excluding low-income households, recorded net 
savings based on the tabulation of household income using the annual income questionnaire 
in the case of the Family Income and Expenditure Survey and the annual income, savings 
questionnaire in the case of the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

We may point out the following points of attention concerning the past studies. First, in 
the case of Horioka (2006), Horioka (2010) and Yashiro and Maeda (1994), the calculation 
of savings uses income data from the household account book in the Family Income and Ex-
penditure Survey and the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure. According to 
Stephens and Unayama (2011), the proportion of households that recorded the receipt of 
public pension benefits in the household account book in the month of benefit provision was 
around 60% before March 1990 and around 75% in and after March 1990.8 However, ac-
cording to the 1998 Survey on Membership of Public Pension Plans, etc. (Ministry of 
Health, Labour and Welfare), of the 20.44 million people who were aged 65 or older, 19.60 
million people, or 95.9%, were eligible to receive public pension benefits. In other words, 
we may presume that in the Family Income and Expenditure Survey, many households re-
ceiving public pension benefits did not record the receipt of benefits. Therefore, income data 
tabulated from the household account books is considered to understate the actual income.

In addition, the abovementioned past studies used the amount of consumption recorded 
in the household account book in the Family Income and Expenditure Survey and the Na-
tional Survey of Family Income and Expenditure without adjustments. On the other hand, 
Unayama (2009) pointed out that as the Family Income and Expenditure Survey uses the 
“household account book” format that is based on the free description style, it understates 
the amount of consumption by households compared with the Survey of Household Econo-
my, which uses the pre-code format. Therefore, we may presume that past studies which 
used the amount of consumption recorded in the household account book without making 
adjustments overstate the amount of savings.
                          
8 Stephens and Unayama (2011), using raw data from the Family Income and Expenditure Survey that covered the period from 
March 1986 to February 1994, analyzed the status of receipt of public pension benefits before and after March 1990, when the 
frequency of provision of public pension benefits changed with respect to households comprised only of non-working married 
couple households without children whose head was aged 65 or older.
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With respect to other studies, the sample size of elderly households analyzed by the Fi-
nancial Asset Selection Survey that is used by Horioka et al. (1996), defined as households 
whose head is aged 60 or older, is small at around 300 households. Meanwhile, the amount 
of consumption expenditure indicated in the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions, 
which was used by Otake (1991) in the calculation of the amount of savings, is a figure for a 
single month, August. As a result, we may presume that the amount of consumption expen-
diture indicated in the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions is not necessarily con-
sistent with the consumption behavior that households show throughout the entire year.9

Moreover, with respect to the classification of elderly households, Hayashi et al. (1988) 
do not take into consideration whether or not elderly people who are household members 
are working or not. However according to Figures 1 and 2, which were published as part of 
the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, elderly households’ saving behav-
ior may change depending on whether or not household members are working. Therefore, it 
may be presumed that in order to identify the actual state of elderly people’s savings, it is 
necessary to conduct analysis after classifying elderly households into working and 
non-working ones. Ono et al. (2013a) analyzed all sorts of households whose head is aged 
65 or older without classifying elderly households on the basis of whether or not parents and 
children live together. However, Hayashi et al. (1988) showed that the savings behavior 
changes depending on whether or not elderly people live with their children. Therefore, it is 
presumed that in order to identify the actual state of elderly people’s savings, it is necessary 
to conduct analysis after classifying elderly households on the basis of whether or not par-
ents and children live together.

In light of the points of attention concerning past studies, this paper analyzes elderly 
people’s savings behavior by (1) using raw data obtained from the National Survey of Fami-
ly Income and Expenditure, whose sample size is relatively large and whose information on 
income and expenditure is relatively substantial, (2) taking into consideration the under-
statement of income in surveys using the household account book format, and (3) classify-
ing elderly households on the basis of whether or not parents and children live together and 
whether or not household members are working.

III.   Overview of the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure and 
the preparation of the data set

Ⅲ-1.    Overview of the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure

The National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure is a major statistical survey 

                          
9 According to Ono et al. (2013a), which conducted comparison between the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Ex-
penditure, the 2009 Family Income and Expenditure Survey and the 2010 Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions, the to-
tal amount of consumption expenditure indicated by the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions, which is 146,000 yen, is 
smaller than the amounts indicated by the other two surveys (National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure: 173,000 
yen; Family Income and Expenditure Survey: 176,000 yen).
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based on the Statistics Act. This is intended to comprehensively examine households’ bal-
ance of income and expenditure and their assets, including savings and liabilities, consumer 
durables, and houses and residential land, and identify the levels, structure and distribution 
of consumption, income and assets through a large-scale survey conducted every five years 
(see Table 1). The survey is notable in that the sample size, at around 57,000, is large, that 
two questionnaires—the “household account book” and the “annual income, savings ques-
tionnaire—are used, and that expenditure for the three-month period from September to No-
vember is examined. This paper uses the most recent version of this survey that was con-
ducted in 2009.

Next, we compare the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, which is 
used in this paper, and the statistics that were used in past studies concerning savings.

The National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure has a conspicuously large sam-
ple size compared with the Family Income and Expenditure Survey and the Financial Asset 
Selection Survey (see Table 2). In addition, while the amount of consumption expenditure 
examined by the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions is the amount in the single 

Table 1 Overview of the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure

Note: Prepared based on Table 2 in Ono (2014).
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month of August, the amount of consumption examined by the National Survey of Family 
Income and Expenditure is the amount in a three-month period in the case of multi-person 
households and the amount in a two-month period in the case of one-person households, 
which means that the information obtained is more meaningful. On the other hand, with re-
spect to non-consumption expenditure such as tax and social security payments, information 
recorded in the household account book is used in the National Survey of Family Income 
and Expenditure, but in the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions, sample house-
holds are asked to report the annual expenditure amount, which means that more accurate 
data is presumed to be obtained.

Ⅲ-2    Preparation of the data set

We received data concerning 52,787 households (including 48,828 multi-person house-
holds and 3,959 one-person households) from the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Commu-
nications. When preparing the data set, sample selection is the first step. Specifically, house-
holds whose annual income is unknown10 are excluded because we cannot accurately 
identify the income amount. Next, households whose structure changed during the survey 
period, households of persons who live alone and work away from the family—in this case, 

Table 2 Comparison of the statistics used in past studies

Note: Prepared by the author in reference to the websites of the implementing organizations.

                          
10 Individual items of annual income include annual income from the employer, income from agriculture, forestry and fishery, 
income from businesses other than agriculture, forestry and fishery, annual income from manual homework, annual housing 
and land rent income, public pension benefits, corporate and individual pension benefits, interest and dividend income, regular 
financial assistance from relatives, other annual income and the estimated amount of goods consumption. Here, households 
which did not fill in any of all those items except for the estimated amount of goods consumption are classified as households 
whose annual income is unknown.
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it is difficult to identify the amount of savings set aside per household—and households 
from which the main income earner is absent are excluded. As a result, we adopted 50,571 
households (including 46,860 multi-person households and 3,711 one-person households) as 
subjects of our analysis (see Table 3).

Ⅲ-3.    Current state of elderly people’s asset holdings

Here, we identify the current state of asset holdings, mainly by elderly households, 
through a cross-section tabulation of the distribution of households. We defined asset and 
other brackets in reference to the brackets used in the analysis of Ono et al. (2014).

Concerning the asset brackets, households were classified by the value of asset holdings 
into the following 14 brackets: 1: “less than 1.5 million yen”; 2: “1.5 million to less than 3 
million yen”; 3: “3 million to less than 4.5 million yen”; 4: “4.5 million to less than 6 mil-
lion yen”; 5: “6 million to less than 7.5 million yen”; 6: “7.5 million to less than 9 million 
yen”; 7: “9 million to less than 12 million yen”; 8: “12 million to less than 15 million yen; 9: 
“15 million to less than 20 million yen”; 10: “20 million to less than 30 million yen”; 11: “30 
million to less than 40 million yen; 12: “40 million to less than 50 million yen”; 13: “50 mil-
lion to less than 100 million yen”; and 14: “100, million yen or more.” Cross-section tabula-
tion was conducted with respect to the overall asset amount, including both financial and 
physical assets, and the financial asset amount.

The financial asset value represents the total value of demand deposits and savings, time 
deposits and savings, life insurance policies and financial securities, among other items. On 
the other hand, physical assets include houses and residential land but exclude consumer du-
rables. Consumer durables are excluded in light of the fact that they are regarded as con-
sumption for the purpose of the calculation of the national account, as was pointed out by 
Horioka and Watanabe (1998). The net asset value represents the total value of financial and 
physical assets (the value of houses and residential land) minus the total value of liabilities. 

Table 3 Selection of data sets

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure
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The net financial asset value represents the value of financial assets minus the value of lia-
bilities excluding housing loans.

Households are classified into the following brackets by the age of the household head, 
the income level, and the household type:
(1) By the age of the household head:

Households are classified into the following 11 brackets11 by the age of the household 
head: aged “29 or younger,” “30-34,” “35-39,” “40-44,” “45-49,” “50-54,” “55-59,” “60-
64,” “65-69,” “70-74,” and “75 or older.”
(2) By income:

Households are classified into the following eight brackets by the total annual household 
income (excluding the annual estimated value of consumption of physical goods): “0.99 
million yen or lower,” “1 to 1.99 million yen,” “2 to 2.99 million yen,” “3 to 3.99 million 
yen,” “4 to 4.99 million yen,” “5 to 5.99 million yen,” “6 to 6.99 million yen,” and “7 mil-
lion yen or higher.”
(3) By household type:

Households are classified into the following three brackets: “married couple,” “single 
male,” and “single female.”

Cross-section tabulation is conducted with the asset brackets represented by the horizon-
tal axis and the household head age brackets, income brackets and household type brackets 
represented by the vertical axis in order to show the distribution of households. The figures 
in the tables represent percentages of the total number of households in each bracket in the 
vertical axis.

III-3-1.  Household head age brackets and asset holding
Table 4-1 shows a cross-section tabulation of households by the age of the household 

head and by asset value. Both Table 4-1-1, whose asset brackets cover both financial and 
physical assets, and Table 4-1-2, whose asset brackets cover only financial assets, show a 
tendency that the age of the household head is higher in higher asset brackets. Meanwhile, 
with respect to financial assets alone, households belonging to Asset Bracket 1, whose asset 
value is less than 1.5 million yen, have the largest share across all age brackets.

Table 4-2 shows a cross-section tabulation focusing only on independent elderly house-
holds.12 Table 4-2-1, whose asset brackets cover both financial and physical assets, shows 
that across all age brackets, households are relatively concentrated in Asset Bracket 9 (15 
million to less than 20 million yen) to Bracket 13 (50 million to less than 100 million yen).

On the other hand, Table 4-2-2, whose asset brackets cover only financial assets, shows 
that slightly less than 20% of all households belong to Asset Bracket 1 (less than 1.5 million 
yen), while the rest is broadly distributed with Bracket 10 (20 million to less than 30 million 
                          
11 With respect to the distribution of households based on a cross-section tabulation by income and financial assets, we indicat-
ed the total sum of the numbers of households in the “29 or younger” and the “30-34” age brackets because the numbers in 
these two brackets were extremely small.
12 Excluding non-employee households, such as self-employed households.
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yen) as the center. These results indicate that houses and residential land, which are physical 
assets, account for a large portion of the assets held by independent elderly households.

Table 4 Cross-section tabulation of the distribution of households
(4-1) Cross-section tabulation of all households by age of the household head and asset

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

(4-2) Cross-section tabulation of independent elderly households by age of household head and asset

Note: Asset brackets (unit; 10,000 yen) 
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Ⅲ-3-2.  Distribution of independent households by income and asset
Table 4-3 shows a cross-section tabulation of independent elderly households classified 

by income and assets. We also classified independent elderly households into non-working 
and working ones, for each of which a similar cross-section tabulation table was prepared 
(see Tables 4-4 and 4-5).

Table 4-3-1, whose asset brackets cover both financial and physical assets, shows that 
some low-income households hold only small amounts of assets: 15.31% belong to the In-
come Bracket 1 (0.99 million yen or lower)/Asset Bracket 1 (less than 1.5 million yen) 
group and 20.60% belong to Income Bracket 2 (1 million to 1.99 million yen)/Asset Bracket 
1 group. However, if low-income households with small asset holdings are excluded, a rela-

(4-3) Cross-section tabulation of independent elderly households by income and asset

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

(4-4) Cross-section tabulation of non-working independent elderly households by income and asset
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tively large proportion of households is concentrated in Asset Bracket 9 (15 million to less 
than 20 million yen) to Asset Bracket 13 (50 million to less than 100 million yen) regardless 
of the income bracket. For example, among households in Income Bracket 3, with income 
of 2 million to 2.99 million yen, 68.14% belong to Asset Bracket 9 or higher. In other words, 
among low- and middle-income households, there are many households with large asset 
holdings. Takayama (1992), based on an analysis using raw data obtained through the 1984 
National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, observed that the distribution of all 
households by asset and the distribution by income do not necessarily overlap. This obser-
vation also applies, to some degree, to the results of this paper’s analysis, which focuses on 
independent elderly households.

On the other hand, Table 4-3-2, whose asset brackets cover only financial assets, shows 
a tendency that the higher the income bracket is, the larger the value of financial asset hold-
ings is, compared with when the asset brackets cover both financial and physical assets. For 
example, Households in Asset Brackets 1 and 2, whose asset value is less than 3 million 
yen, account for 53.2% of the households in Income Bracket 1 (0.99 million yen or lower). 
Meanwhile, 52.39% of the households in Income Bracket 4 (3 million to 3.99 million yen) 
belong to Asset Brackets 7 to 11, whose asset value range is from 7 million to 40 million 
yen. Among the households in Income Bracket 8 (7 million yen or higher), 52.25% belong 
to Asset Bracket 11 or higher, whose asset value range is from 30 million yen upwards. The 
tendency of households in higher income brackets holding a larger amount of financial as-
sets is considered to be attributable to the tendency that elderly people who had higher in-
come while working have a higher probability of belonging to higher income brackets be-
cause the employee pension portion of the public pension system has the function of 
assuring pension benefits commensurate with the level of income earned during the working 
period. Moreover, for people who had higher income when working, it was easier to build 

(4-5) Cross-section tabulation of working independent elderly households by income and asset

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.
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up savings.
Here, independent elderly households are classified into working and non-working ones. 

We can observe a tendency that in lower asset brackets—regardless of whether the brackets 
cover both financial and physical assets or only financial assets—the proportion of working 
elderly households is larger than the proportion of non-working ones. For example, among 
households in Asset Bracket 1, the proportion of working elderly households belonging to 
Income Brackets 2 to 6, whose income level ranges from 1 million to 5.99 million, is larger 
than the proportion of non-working ones. This indicates the possibility that elderly people 
work when the value of their asset holdings is small. However, as the National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure does not examine the motive for working, further research 
is necessary in this respect.

Ⅲ-3-3.  Independent elderly households’ household types and asset holdings
Table 4-6 shows a cross-section tabulation of independent elderly households as classi-

fied by household type and asset. The proportion of one-person households is larger than the 
proportion of married couple households in Asset Bracket 1 (less than 1.5 million) in each 
of Table 4-6-1, whose asset brackets cover both financial and physical assets, and Table 4-6-
2, whose asset brackets cover only financial assets. In addition, the proportion of single men 
in Asset Bracket 1 tends to be larger than the proportion of single women.

IV.  Calculation of elderly households’ savings amount

In this section, we calculate the amount of savings by elderly people by making neces-
sary adjustments to raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income 
and Expenditure.

IV-1.    Calculation method of the savings amount

Roughly speaking, there are two methods of calculating the amount of savings by house-

(4-6) Cross-section tabulation of independent elderly households by household type and asset

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.
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holds. One is calculating the difference between the amount of households’ income and ex-
penditure as in the case of the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure and the 
Family Income and Expenditure Survey. The other is calculating the difference between the 
amounts of assets at different points in time. As the National Survey of Family Income and 
Expenditure focuses on one point in time, it is impossible to determine the amount of sav-
ings by calculating the difference between the amounts of assets at two different points. 
Therefore, in this paper, we regard the difference between households’ income and expendi-
ture per month as the amount of savings. Specifically, the value obtained by subtracting 
non-compensation expenditure such as tax and social security payments from income is re-
garded as the amount of disposable income, and the amount obtained by subtracting con-
sumption expenditure from that value is regarded as the amount of savings.13

As for income, information can be obtained from the household account book and the 
annual income, savings questionnaire in the case of the National Survey of Family Income 
and Expenditure, so it is necessary to decide which information source should be used. Con-
cerning non-consumption and consumption expenditure, it is necessary to make necessary 
adjustments in light of the results of past studies.

IV-1-1.  Identification of income
Concerning income, information obtained from the household account book is used in 

the reports on the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, the Family Income 
and Expenditure Survey and Horioka (2010). However, in light of the following two points, 
we use the monthly average income amount, which is calculated by dividing the annual in-
come amount filled in the annual income, savings questionnaire by 12 (average monthly in-
come), in the calculation of the savings amount.

First, in the household account book of the National Survey of Family Income and Ex-
penditure, the survey period concerning multi-person households is the three months from 
September to November. However, in the case of pensioner households, the amount of two 
months’ worth of public pension benefits received in even-numbered months is recorded in 
the household account book. Given that public pension benefits are the main income source 
for elderly people, it is obvious that income is understated if information from the household 
account book is used.

Second, the proportion of people receiving public pension benefits based on information 
from the household account book as calculated by Stephens and Unayama (2011) is small 
compared with the proportion of people who are actually eligible to receive public pension 
benefits in the Japanese population. In short, it is presumed that there is a significant number 
                          
13 For the classification of income and expenditure, see the 2009 annual report on the National Survey of Family Income and 
Expenditure. Income does not include “income other than real income,” such as income representing a decrease in assets (e.g. 
withdrawals of deposits and savings and sales of securities and other assets), or income representing an increase in debts (e.g. 
borrowings and monthly installment credit). Expenditure does not include “expenditure other than real expenditure,” such as 
expenditure representing an increase in assets or a decrease in debts (e.g. depositing and saving money and repaying debts). 
Following the example of Hayashi et al. (1988), we exclude regular financial assistance from relatives from both income and 
expenditure.
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of cases of failure to record the receipt of public pension benefits in the household account 
book. On the other hand, the annual income, savings questionnaire requires respondents to 
fill in income by income source, so the probability of such recording failure is considered to 
be smaller than in the case of the household account book.14

We check the proportions of households which receive public pension benefits and 
households which do not among households whose head is aged 65 or older with respect to 
each of the annual income, savings questionnaire and the household account book. When 
doing so, non-employee households are excluded because they are not asked to fill in the in-
come amount in the household account book.15 As a result, the proportion of households 
which receive public pension benefits as calculated from the annual account book, at 
90.09%, is significantly lower than the proportion as calculated from the annual income, 
savings questionnaire, which was 94.27.

On the other hand, if we look at the Survey on Membership of Public Pension Plans, 
etc., the proportion of people aged 65 or older who were receiving public pension benefits 
was 96.97%. Therefore, we may presume that the proportion as calculated from the annual 
income, savings questionnaire is closer to the proportion of people actually receiving public 
pension benefits. The average monthly amount of public pension benefits received among 
households receiving public pension benefits as calculated from the household account 
book, at 155,400 yen, is also lower than the figure calculated from the annual income, sav-
ings questionnaire, which is 208,600 yen (see Table 5).

In light of the above, with respect to income, we use information obtained from the an-
nual income, savings questionnaire.

Table 5 Annual income questionnaire, household account book and public pension income

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National 
Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

IV-1-2.  Adjustment of non-consumption expenditure
With respect to non-consumption expenditure, Ono et al. (2013b) pointed out that the 

amounts of tax and social security payments as indicated by the National Survey of Family 
Income and Expenditure are generally smaller than the amounts as indicated by the Com-
prehensive Survey of Living Conditions. This is presumably because respondents are sup-
                          
14 Based on a comparison between the Survey of Household Economy and the Family Income and Expenditure Survey, Una-
yama (2009) pointed out that the household account book, which is filled in under a free-description format, is prone to record-
ing failure compared with a pre-code format, whereby respondents fill in answers in pre-designated columns.
15 Of the 15,731 households whose head is aged 65 or older, 2,809 non-employee households were excluded.
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posed to record tax and insurance premium payments in a free-description style in the Na-
tional Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, while respondents are asked to record the 
annual amounts of tax and social security payments in a pre-designated area.

Therefore, with respect to non-consumption expenditure, we make adjustments to the 
monthly average amount of tax and social security payments by households classified by 
whether or not the main income earner is a salaried worker (employee or non-employee 
households) and by the age of the household head (age group classification is made in con-
sideration of the ages at which the social security burden—pension and healthcare insurance 
premium payments—changes significantly) so as to ensure consistency with the data set of 
the 2010 Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions (see Table 6).16

However, non-employee households, mainly self-employed households, are excluded 
from the analysis because they are not asked to fill in the amount of non-consumption ex-
penditure in the survey. As a result, the households analyzed are employee households and 
non-working households.17

Table 6 Adjustment of non-consumption expenditure

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family 
Income and Expenditure and the 2010 Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions.

                          
16 In the case of salary income, taxes and social insurance premiums are collected at source, so households are classified based 
on whether or not the main income earner is a salaried worker. In addition, the social security cost burden on individual per-
sons changes with their age. Therefore, the age brackets are divided at transition ages, including 60 years old, when the obliga-
tion for the payment of national pension premiums expires, 65 years old, when the receipt of public pension benefits starts, 70 
years old, when the payment of employee pension premiums expires, and 75 years old, when the healthcare insurance system 
shifts to late elderly health care insurance.
17 Of the 50,571 households whose data were obtained through the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, 8,266 
non-employee households were excluded. In addition, concerning the samples in the Comprehensive Survey of Living Condi-
tions, we calculated the average values using raw data adjusted so as to ensure consistency with the data set of the National 
Survey of Family Income and Expenditure. In the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, a household head is de-
fined as a household’s main income earner, while in the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions, it is defined as a house-
hold member who is designated by the respondent as the person mainly responsible for managing household affairs. Therefore, 
we redefined the household head in the Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions as the largest income earner within each 
household. In addition, of the 26,115 households whose data were provided to us by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Wel-
fare, two households whose largest income earner is difficult to identify and 6,694 households whose tax and social security 
payment amounts are unknown were excluded. Finally, when households whose largest income earner does not have earned 
income (employee income, business income, income from agriculture and livestock farming, and income from home work) 
(non-working households) or whose head is a non-executive employee (employee households) were added to the sample 
group, the sample number came to 14,046 households.
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IV-1-3.  Adjustment of consumption expenditure
Unayama (2009) pointed out that as the Family Income and Expenditure Survey uses the 

“household account book” format that is based on the free description style, it understates 
the amount of consumption by households compared with the Survey of Household Econo-
my, which uses the pre-code format. Since the National Survey of Family Income and Ex-
penditure uses the household account book format as the Family Income and Expenditure 
Survey does, the amount of consumption expenditure is presumed to be understated com-
pared with the data set of the Survey of Household Economy.

Therefore, we make adjustments to the monthly average amount of consumption expen-
diture by households classified by the age of the household head so as to ensure consistency 
with the data set of the Survey of Household Economy (see Table 7).

Table 7 Adjustment of non-consumption expenditure

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of 
Family Income and Expenditure and the 2009 Annual Report on the Survey of 
Household Economy

IV-2.    Subjects of analysis

In order to conduct a comprehensive analysis of savings by elderly people, not only in-
dependent elderly households but also extended households are subjected to the analysis. 
However, non-employee households, mainly self-employee households, are excluded from 
the analysis because they are not asked to fill in the amount of non-consumption expenditure 
in the household account book.18

In the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, extended households are 
asked to fill in the whole of expenditure by both parents and children. Therefore, it is impos-
sible to identify the amount of expenditure—and by extension the amount of savings as 
well—by the parent generation alone. Therefore, based on the method used by Hayashi et al. 
(1988),19 we indirectly estimate the average amount of savings by the parent generation by 
                          
18 Of the 10,939 elderly independent elderly households in the sample group, 1,596 non-employee households were excluded.
19 See Supplementary Explanation. Takayama and Arita (1996) conducted detailed analysis of the economic situation of elder-
ly people within extended households using the method adopted by Hayashi et al. (1988).
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subtracting the average amount of savings by nuclear households in each age bracket from 
the average amount of savings by extended households in each age bracket.

Non-employee households, mainly self-employed households, are also excluded from 
the calculation of the amount of savings by extended households because they are not asked 
to fill in the amount of non-consumption expenditure in the household account book.20

IV-3.    Calculation of the amount of savings

IV-3-1.  Calculation of the amount of savings by independent elderly households
The results of the calculation of the amount of savings by overall independent elderly 

households are as shown in Table 8. First, independent elderly households liquidate assets 
worth an average of 9,100 yen per month on a net basis. Of those households, working 
households recorded net savings (13,700 yen), while non-working households recorded net 
asset liquidations (14,400 yen). Like the findings by Horioka (2010), this is presumed to be 
consistent with the life cycle hypothesis. However, the amount of asset liquidations by 
non-working households as calculated by us, at 14,400 yen, is much smaller than the amount 
as calculated by Horioka (2010) which is 49,400 yen21 and the amount as indicated by the 
National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure, which is 97,500 yen.22

Next, we calculate the amount of savings by independent elderly households classified 
into married couple and one-person households. We found that the amount of savings is 
higher for single male households than for single female households regardless of whether 
or not they are working. The amount of savings by married couple households is between 
the amounts of savings by male and female one-person households.

Table 8 Average amount of savings by independent elderly households

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.
                          
20 Of the total of 45,966 households that meet the definitions of extended and nuclear households in this paper, 7071 non-em-
ployee households were excluded.
21 Non-working married couple households comprised of husbands aged 65 or older and wives aged 60 or older. The 2008 
Family Income and Expenditure Survey was used.
22 Non-working households whose head is aged 65 or older.
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IV-3-2.  Calculation of the amount of savings by extended households
Next, we calculate the amount of savings by extended households based on the method 

used by Hayashi et al. (1988). We first calculate the amount of savings without classifying 
those households into working and non-working ones and then the amount of savings by 
households classified by whether or not the parent generation is working.

When we calculate the amount of savings based on the method used by Hayashi et al. 
(1988), the number of household members of households belonging to Group C in Table 9-1 
(extended households (Group B) minus nuclear households (Group A)) is expected to be 
close to the number of parents in Group B households. However, Table 9-1 shows a wide 
discrepancy between these two numbers in some age groups. This is presumably because 
the number of single persons within households is different between extended households 
and nuclear households. For example, in the 50 to 54 age group and younger age groups, the 
number of single persons within extended households is higher, while in older age groups, 
the number of single persons within nuclear households is higher. This trend is presumably 
reflected in the difference in the number of household members between Group C and 
Group B (extended).

Therefore, we conducted analysis by classifying households based on whether the child 
generation is single or married, and the results are as shown in Tables 9-2 and 9-3. As a re-
sult of this classification, the number of household members within Group C households be-
came closer to the number of household members within Group B (extended) households. 
The remaining difference can be mostly explained by the difference in the number of house-
hold members aged 25 or younger. As a result of our analysis using the classification based 
on whether the child generation is single or married, we found that the parent generation 
within extended households is generally estimated to record net savings during the period 

(9-1) Child generation: no distinction between married and single children
Table 9 Average amount of savings by extended households (parent generation: no distinction between working and non-working parents)

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.
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from when their children are in their late 30s—the parents are at age 65 or older on aver-
age—to when they are in their 60s.23 However, it should be kept in mind that the amount of 
savings by extended households tend to be higher than the amount of savings by non-ex-
tended households because parent generations’ support for child care makes it easier for the 
wives of children generations to work and also because per-capita housing rents and living 
expenses can be kept lower.

With respect to extended households whose parent generations are not working, there is 

(9-2) Child generation: married couples

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

(9-3) Child generation: single persons

                          
23 The number of samples is a single-digit figure in each of the age brackets above 70, so those brackets are not covered by the 
analysis here.
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a discrepancy between the number of household members within Group C households 
(Group B households minus Group A households) and the number of parents within Group 
B (extended) households (see Table 10-1).

If we make classification based on whether the child generation is single or married, we 
see that the parent generation within extended households, except when the child generation 
is single, generally records net savings during the period when their children are in their late 
30s—the parents are at age 65 or older on average—to when they are in their 60s. When the 
children generation is single, there is a tendency that the younger the children are, the larger 
the asset liquidation amount is (see Tables 10-2 and 10-3).

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

(10-1) Child generation: no distinction between married and single persons
Table 10: Average amount of savings by extended households (parent generation: non-working)

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

(10-2) Children generation: married couples
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IV-4.    Section summary

In this section, using raw data obtained through the National Survey of Family Income 
and Expenditure, we calculated the average amount of savings by elderly households classi-
fied into independent elderly households and extended households after making necessary 
adjustments in consideration of the results of past studies. We found that working indepen-
dent elderly households record net savings, while non-working independent elderly house-
holds record net asset liquidations. However, the estimated amount of asset liquidations by 
non-working households is much smaller than the amount of asset liquidations indicated by 
the National Survey of Family Income and Expenditure.

With respect to extended households, we made the calculation based on the method used 
by Hayashi et al. (1988). Most extended households, including those whose parent genera-
tion is not working, record net savings. When the parent generation is not working and when 
the child generation is single and young, extended households tend to record net asset liqui-
dations.

In this section, we calculated the average amount of savings or asset liquidations by el-
derly people. In the next section, we will examine the trend in savings by elderly people 
classified by age and other attributes.

V.   Saving behavior of elderly people classified by various attributes

In this section, we look at the saving behavior of elderly people classified by such attri-
butes as the income and asset holding amount, age, and household type. Specifically, we 
calculate the proportion of households building up savings (savings rate) classified by those 
attributes, and in light of the results, we examine the relationship between elderly people’s 

Note: Prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

(10-3) Child generation: single persons
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savings and the attributes.

V-1.    Calculation of the savings rate

We classify independent elderly households into working and non-working categories, 
sub-classify those categories by such attributes as income, asset, age and other attributes and 
calculate the savings rate for each classification bracket. Specifically, independent elderly 
households are classified by those attributes into the following brackets:

(1)  By income: Classified by income level into four brackets.24

(2)   By asset: Classified by asset holding amount into four brackets. The asset holding 
amount used for the classification is the amount of financial assets minus debts oth-
er than household loans.25

(3)   By age: Classified by the age of the household head into three brackets: aged “65-
69,” “70-74,” and “75 or older.”

(4)   By life expectancy: Calculate the life expectancies26 of household members and 
make the classification based on the longest life expectancy among each household. 
Specifically, households are classified into the following four brackets: “20 years 
and longer,” “10 to shorter than 20 years,” and “shorter than 10 years.”

(5)   By household type: Classified into “married couples,” “single males” and “single 
females.”

(6)   By existence or non-existence of children: Households with children are classified 
into households with children “at a location within a five-minute walk,” “at a loca-
tion within one-hour travel” and “at a location beyond one-hour travel” based on 
information concerning the “the co-living of the household head and children” in 
the household questionnaire.

(7)   By existence or non-existence of the need for long-term care: Classified into “not 
necessary” and “necessary” based on information concerning household members 
requiring long-term care in the household questionnaire.

(8)   By use or non-use of the refunding program for high-cost healthcare services: Clas-
sified into “reached the limit” and “not reached the limit” on healthcare expenditure 
under the refunding program for high-cost healthcare services based on information 
concerning healthcare27 in the household account book.

(9)   Existence or non-existence of an owned home: Classified into “owning a home” 
and “not owning a home” based on information on home ownership in the house-
hold questionnaire.

(10)  By existence or non-existence of debts: Classified into “in debt” or “not in debt” 
                          
24 The definition of the brackets is described in the note of the table.
25 We observed a similar trend either when the total sum of physical and financial assets is used as the asset holding amount or 
when the amount of financial assets alone is used.
26 Calculated based on the age and gender of household members in reference to the 2009 abridged mortality table (Ministry 
of Health, Labour and Welfare) .
27 Excluding dietary supplements.
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based on information on the outstanding balance of borrowings in the annual in-
come, savings questionnaire.

(11)  By participation or non-participation in corporate and individual pension plans: 
Classified into “participating” and “not participating” based on information con-
cerning the receipt of corporate and individual pension benefits in the annual in-
come, savings questionnaire.

(12)  By existence or non-existence of asset income: Classified into “receiving” and “not 
receiving” asset income based on information concerning annual housing and land 
rents and interest and dividend income in the annual income, savings questionnaire.

(13)  By existence or non-existence of regular financial assistance: classified into “receiv-
ing and “not receiving” regular financial assistance based on information concern-
ing regular financial assistance from relatives in the annual income, savings ques-
tionnaire.

Table 11 shows the results of the calculation of the savings rate among independent el-
derly households classified into working and non-working categories, which were sub-clas-
sified by the attributes (1) to (13).

V-2.    Savings by income and assets

Looking at the relationship between the classification by income and assets and the sav-
ings rate, we see that there is a tendency that the savings rate is higher in higher income and 
asset brackets (see Tables 11-1 and 11-2). A cross-section tabulation of independent elderly 
households by income and net financial assets shows a tendency that the savings rate is 
higher in higher income and net financial asset brackets (see table 12). 

Next, we examine the relationship between the amount of savings and assets held by in-
dependent elderly households. Specifically, those households are classified by asset holding 
amount into four brackets and by savings amount (difference between income and expendi-
ture) into the following eight brackets: “a deficit (asset liquidation) of 200,000 yen or more,” 
“a net deficit of 100,000 to 200,000 yen,” “a deficit of 50,000 to 100,000 yen,” “a deficit of 
0 to 50,000 yen,” “a surplus of 0 to 50,000 yen,” “a surplus of 50,000 to 100,000 yen,” “a 
surplus of 100,000 to 200,000 yen” and “a surplus of 200,000 yen or more.” Based on this 
classification, a cross-section tabulation is conducted to show the distribution of households 
(see Table 14).

According to Table 13, there is a tendency that the proportion of households belonging 

(11-1) By income
Table 11 The savings rate among independent elderly households
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(11-4) By life expectancy

(11-5) By household type

(11-6) By existence or non-existence of children

(11-7) By existence or non-existence of the need for long-term care

(11-8) By use or non-use of the refunding system for high-cost health care services

(11-9) By existence or non-existence of an owned home

(11-2) By asset

(11-3) By age

718 M Nakazawa, K Kikuta, Y Yoneta / Public Policy Review



719

(11-10) Existence or non-existence of debt

(11-11) Existence or non-existence of corporate and individual pension benefits

(11-12) Existence or non-existence of asset income

(11-13) Existence or non-existence of regular financial assistance from relatives

Note: The vertical axis represents four income brackets, while the horizontal axis represents the four asset brack-
ets. As for the definition of the income and asset brackets, see Table 11. The percentage figures indicate the sav-
ings rate. The absolute numbers indicate the number of saving households. Prepared from raw data obtained 
through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

Table 12 Cross-section tabulation of the saving rate by income and asset

Note: Tables 11-1 to 11-13 were prepared from raw data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family 
Income.

Note: Definition of the brackets
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to lower asset brackets is higher in savings brackets close to zero surplus/deficit. This pre-
sumably suggests the possibility that some households are living hand to mouth. On the oth-
er hand, the proportion of households belonging to higher asset brackets is larger in brackets 
with larger surplus and deficit amounts (savings and asset liquidation amounts).

With respect to independent elderly households in the working category, there is a ten-
dency that the savings rate is higher in higher asset brackets. In addition, as the average 
amount of savings is larger among working households than among non-working house-
holds, the savings rate is presumed to be generally higher among working households (Ta-
bles 11-1, 11-2, and 12).

V-3.    Savings by age and life expectancy

Looking at the relationship between the classification by age and life expectancy and the 
savings rate, we see that there is a tendency that the savings rate is higher in higher age 
brackets and life expectancy brackets with shorter life expectancy. In particular, in the “75 
or older” bracket, the saving rate is higher than 50%. Meanwhile, among independent elder-
ly households in the working category, the saving rate is higher than 50% across all age and 
life expectancy brackets except for the “shorter than 10 years” life expectancy bracket (Ta-
bles 11-3 and 11-4).

Next, we conduct a cross-section tabulation of saving households by age, life expectan-
cy, income and assets. Among independent elderly households in the non-working category, 
there is a tendency that the savings rate is higher in higher income brackets in relation to 
each age and life expectancy bracket. Among independent elderly households in the work-
ing category as well, there is a tendency that the savings rate is higher in higher income 
brackets in relation to each age and life expectancy bracket. It should be noted that working 
independent elderly households in the “shorter than 10 years” life expectancy bracket are 
heavily concentrated in Income Bracket 1. This is considered to be related to the low sav-
ings rate in the “shorter than 10 years” life expectancy bracket (see Tables 14-1 and 14-2).

Among independent elderly households in the non-working category, the savings rate is 
higher in higher asset brackets in relation to each age bracket and life expectancy bracket. 

Note: As for the definition of the asset brackets, see Table 11. Prepared from raw 
data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

Table 13 Cross-section tabulation of the distribution of households by savings and assets
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On the other hand, among independent elderly households in the working category, it is dif-
ficult to identify the kind of correlation between the savings rate and income that is observed 
among non-working households (see Tables 14-3 and 14-4).

(14-2) By life expectancy and income

(14-3) By Age and asset

Note: As for the definition of the income and asset brackets, see Table 11. The percentage figures indicate the 
proportions of saving households. The absolute numbers indicate the number of households. Prepared from raw 
data obtained through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.

(14-4) By life expectancy and asset

(14-1) By age and income
Table 14 Cross-section tabulation of the savings rate by age of the household head, income and assets
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V-4.    Savings by household type

When independent elderly households are classified by household type, the savings rate 
is relatively high among married couple and single male households in both the working and 
non-working categories (see Table 11-5). Next, according to a cross-section tabulation by 
household type and income and by household type and assets, we see a tendency that in both 
the working and non-working categories, the savings rate is higher in higher income brack-
ets (see Table 15-1).

On the other hand, among single female households, there is a tendency that the savings 
rate is higher in higher asset brackets. Among single male households in the non-working 
category, we see a tendency that the savings rate is higher in higher asset brackets, as in the 
case of female single households, in the non-working category. However, among sin-
gle-male households in the working category, the savings rate in the lowest asset bracket is 
relatively high. Among married couple households, no clear correlation between the asset 
amount and the savings rate is observed in both the working and non-working categories 
(Table 15-2).

Table 15 Cross-section tabulation of saving households by household type, income and assets
(15-1) By household type and income

(15-2) By household type and asset

Note: As for the definition of the income and asset brackets, see Table 11. The percentage figures indicate the 
savings rate. The absolute numbers indicate the number of saving households. Prepared from raw data obtained 
through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.
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V-5.    Savings by existence or non-existence of children

When independent elderly households are classified by the existence or non-existence of 
children, we see a tendency that the savings rate is lower among households without chil-
dren than among households with children. However, among households with children, it is 
difficult to identify any clear correlation between the living distance between the parents and 
children and the savings rate (see Table 11-6).

Next, we conduct a cross-section tabulation of saving households by existence or 
non-existence of children and income and by existence or non-existence of children and as-
set. Among households with children, the savings rate is generally higher than 50% in In-
come Bracket 2 and higher brackets in both the working and non-working categories.

As for the correlation between assets and savings, among independent elderly house-
holds in the working category, the savings rate is higher than 50% across all asset brackets 
in the case of the parents-children living a distance of less than one-hour travel and the dis-
tance of more than one-hour travel (see Tables 16-1 and 16-2). The existence or non-exis-
tence of children is presumed to be likely to affect the saving behavior of independent elder-
ly households in the working category in particular regardless of the asset holding amount.

(16-1) By the existence or non-existence of children and income
Table 16 Cross-tabulation of the savings rate by the existence or non-existence of children, income and assets

(16-2) By the existence or non-existence of children and assets

Note: As for the definition of the income and asset brackets, see Table 11. The percentage figures indicate the 
savings rate. The absolute numbers indicate the number of saving households. Prepared from raw data obtained 
through the 2009 National Survey of Family Income.
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V-6.    Savings by existence or non-existence of the need for long-term care

When independent elderly households are classified by the existence or non-existence of 
the need for long-term care, we see no significant difference in the savings rate between 
households requiring long-term care and households not requiring it in either the working or 
non-working category (see Table 11-7). This lack of a clear correlation may be due to the 
small cost burden rate of beneficiaries, which is 10%, under the long-term care insurance 
system. 

On the other hand, with respect to the use or non-use of the refunding system for high-
cost healthcare services, the proportion of households recording net asset liquidations is 
larger among households using the system (see Table 11-8). When households use the re-
funding system, the healthcare cost itself increases their expenditure, raising the proportion 
of households liquidating assets.

This finding may suggest that many of the independent elderly households which use the 
refunding system may be being financially squeezed too much to build up savings.

V-7.    Savings by existence or non-existence of an owned home

When independent elderly households are classified by the existence or non-existence of 
an owned home, the savings rate is higher among households with an owned home in both 
the working and non-working categories (see Table 11-9). This is presumably because 
households without an owned home need to pay rents, lowering the savings rate among 
them.

V-8.    Savings by existence or non-existence of debts

When independent elderly households are classified by the existence or non-existence of 
debts, the savings rate is lower among households in debt in the non-working category, but 
the difference in the proportion is not significant. On the other hand, among independent el-
derly households in the working category, the savings rate is significantly higher among 
households in debt (see table 11-10). As debt repayment is recognized as saving, it is neces-
sary to conduct a further analysis regarding the correlation between the existence or non-ex-
istence of debts and saving behavior in the case of independent elderly households in the 
non-working category.

V-9.    Savings by income other than public pensions

We look at the correlation between the existence or non-existence of income other than 
public pension benefits and the savings rate among independent elderly households. Specifi-
cally, we classify those households by the existence or non-existence of income other than 
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public pension benefits, including corporate and individual pensions, asset income, and reg-
ular financial assistance from relatives and look at the savings rate in each classified group.

First, when the households are classified by the existence or non-existence of corporate 
and individual pension benefits and by the existence or non-existence of asset income, we 
see a tendency that the savings rate is higher among households receiving such income in 
both the working and non-working categories (see Tables 11-11 and 11-12). Conversely, the 
savings rate is lower among households receiving regular financial assistance from relatives 
than among households not receiving such assistance in both the working and non-working 
categories. To be more specific, among households receiving regular financial assistance 
from relatives, the savings rate is 27.4% in the non-working category and 36.45% in the 
working category (see Table 11-13). This suggests that unlike corporate and individual pen-
sion benefits and asset income, regular financial assistance from relatives is used to cover 
household account deficits.

V-10.    Section summary

In this section, in order to identify the saving behavior of elderly people classified by 
various attributes, we conducted analysis after classifying independent elderly households 
by income, assets, age, household type and other attributes and calculating the savings rate 
in each classified group and bracket. As a result of the analysis, we observed a general ten-
dency that the savings rate is higher in higher income and asset brackets. We also found that 
the savings rate is higher in higher age brackets and life expectancy brackets with shorter 
expectancies. In the case of classification by household type, the savings rate is relatively 
high among married couple and single male households. In the case of classification by the 
existence or non-existence of children, the savings rate is higher among households with 
children. With respect to the existence or non-existence of an owned home, we found that 
the savings rate is higher among households with an owned home, while with respect to the 
existence or non-existence of income other than public pension benefits, the savings rate is 
higher among households receiving corporate and individual pension benefits and asset in-
come.

Meanwhile, the savings rate is relatively low among households using the refunding sys-
tem for high-cost healthcare services and households receiving regular financial assistance 
from relatives. We also found that the existence or non-existence of the need for long-term 
care does not have a significant impact on households’ saving behavior.

The analysis in this section examined the saving behavior of elderly people classified by 
various attributes based on data at one point in time, so there are limits to the insights that 
can be gained from its results. One of the main findings of our analysis—that the savings 
rate is higher in higher age brackets—suggests the possibility that the lifecycle hypothesis 
does not necessarily apply to Japan despite the presence of many studies that indicate the 
validity of this hypothesis in Japan’s case.28 At any rate, it is essential to conduct further re-
search, for example based on panel surveys.
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VI.  Conclusion

This paper examined the saving behavior of elderly people classified by various attri-
butes by calculating the difference between the amounts of monthly income and expenditure 
of households while making necessary adjustments to the amount of consumption and 
non-consumption in light of the results of past studies. The main findings of this paper are: 
(1) that among elderly households, households of married couples and one-person house-
holds (hereinafter referred to as “independent elderly households”) usually build up savings 
when working and liquidate assets when not working; (2) that in the case of non-working 
households, the asset liquidation amount per month is 14,400 yen, markedly smaller than 
the figure of 97,500 yen indicated in the National Survey of Family Income and Expendi-
ture; (3) that households comprised of elderly people and their children (hereinafter referred 
to as “extended households”) generally build up savings regardless of whether or not they 
work; (4) that among independent elderly households, there is a tendency that the proportion 
of households that build up savings (savings rate) is higher in higher income, asset and age 
brackets; and (5) that when independent elderly households are classified by the existence or 
non-existence of children, the savings rate is higher among those which have children than 
among those which do not.

As for future challenges, non-employee households, such as self-employee households, 
were excluded from the analysis in this paper because the National Survey of Family In-
come and Expenditure does not ask non-employee households to provide data on non-con-
sumption expenditure. In addition, with respect to non-consumption expenditure by employ-
ee households and non-working households, we made adjustments to the average amount of 
tax and social security payments so as to ensure consistency with the data set of the Com-
prehensive Survey of Living Conditions. In this respect, if we adopt the method of calculat-
ing the amount of disposable income based on the amount of tax and social security pay-
ments theoretically estimated from the income level and household attributes, as in the case 
of Tanaka et al. (2013), we can calculate the amount of savings by non-employee house-
holds as well and can also examine the validity of the adjustments made to the amount of 
tax and social security payments with respect to employee households and non-working 
households.

The results presented in this paper show an amount of asset liquidations by non-working 
independent elderly households that is significantly different from the amounts indicated by 
past studies and governmental statistics. We also found that the savings rate is higher in 
higher age brackets. Although there are still challenges that must be resolved, the analysis 
results indicated in this paper are expected to contribute to future policy debates given that 
elderly people’s saving behavior is closely related to social security policy.

                          
28 See Horioka (2010), for example.
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Supplementary explanation—Calculation method of the amount of savings by 
extended households

In the calculation of the amount of savings by extended households in Section 4, we ad-
opted the method used by Hayashi et al. (1988). To be more specific, the method is as fol-
lows.

Each single person and each married couple aged 25 or older is defined as a “genera-
tion.” In the case of a single person generation, the age of the generation is represented by 
the person’s age, while in the case of a married couple generation, the age of the generation 
is represented by the age of the husband. A nuclear household is one comprised of a single 
person generation or a married couple generation regardless of the presence or absence of 
children (household members aged 24 or younger). An extended household is defined as one 
comprised of two single-person or married couple generations regardless of the presence or 
absence of household members aged 24 or younger. This means that households comprised 
of three generations and households in which a relative other than spouses, parents, children 
and grandchildren or a non-relative person is co-living are not included among extended 
households. The supplementary explanation table shows the amounts of disposable income 
and consumption expenditure and the savings rate by the age of the generation (the child 
generation in the case of extended households) based on these definitions. The figures for 
Group C “Extended minus Nuclear” in this table represent the estimated average values of 
savings and other items concerning the parent generation within an extended household as 
calculated by subtracting the figures for Group A, which represent the average values for 
nuclear households, from the figures for Group B, which represent the average values for 
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extended households. We regarded the figures concerning the saving amount and other items 
for Group C as the figures extended households in our analysis.

Hayashi et al.(1988) p.470-471 TABLE III A

Note. Income expenditure, and assets in ten thousand yen. Disposable income excludes transfers front outside 
the household, and consumption excludes regular remittance. Wealth is net financial assets plus the value of 
housing and rental properties. Rows labeled “cross-section growth rate” report the growth rate per year of the 
cross-section profile (change in logs) right above them. “Wealth growth rate” is the ratio of the savings rate to 
the wealth-disposable income ratio. The age of parents is the age of the parent if there is only one parent, and the 
age of the father if both father and mother are alive. The cross-section growth rate of wealth is converted to an 
annual rate using the ages of parents of the adioining intervals( see Section 3 of text for more precise details)
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