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Abstract

Japan, often have been regarded as one of the most equal societies, now faces increasing rural-urban disparity.
However, even if the wages and income level of rural populations are lower than that of urban, people remain in the
rural areas or, in some cases, return. These facts imply that some factors other than economic ones like income
influence on peoples’ migration behaviour. Therefore it is necessary to measure the rural-urban disparity in Japan and
that an alternative indicator other than an economic one is required to measure this disparity. Recent research has shown
that subjective well-being (SWB), elicited in survey, can serve as an empirical proxy for people’s experienced utility.
Additionally, the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) is also regarded as an alternative indicator to GDP.
However, their application to rural-urban disparity issues is as yet rather limited.

This paper aims to measure rural-urban disparity in Japan with three different indicators: GDP, ISEW and SWB,
and analyse how the results differ and to investigate whether determinants of SWB differ between rural and urban
residents. The analysis of this study contributes to provide useful information on rural and urban divide from multiple
points of view. Also it can help to understand the characteristics of each indicator.

The results show that (1) rural-urban disparity is observed when measured by GDP and ISEW, and rural-urban
disparity is smaller when looking at ISEW. However, difference in SWB is not observed when applying both
prefectural level rural-urban distinction and residents’ subjective distinction. On the other hand, we also found that
various factors other than economic one affect to SWB particularly for rural residents. From these results, we conclude
that the rural-urban disparity measured only by economy based indicators like GDP and ISEW may provide incomplete
information on rural-urban divide: it should be measured not only by these indicators but also by SWB. These findings
imply that once the effects of SWB promotion policies are measured by objective indicator like ISEW, it may cause
misunderstanding of the effects, and that it is not enough to increase income to improve welfare of rural residents.
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