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a b s t r a c t
In this paper, I build a model of family labor supply and residential choices that explicitly
incorporates the full-time or part-time work decisions of married women. The model can
explain why women’s participation patterns in full-time and part-time work vary signiﬁcantly in areas that are geographically close but differ in real estate prices. The model suggests that high commuting costs could be one of the main obstacles for women’s full-time
employment in places like the Tokyo Metropolitan Area.
Ó 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
How is women’s employment related to the geographical distribution of households? The present paper explores
this question in a speciﬁc context: the Tokyo Metropolitan
Area in Japan. I present an optimizing model of family labor supply and residential choices that incorporates an
important institutional feature of the Japanese labor market: the decision by women to work full time or part time.
The Tokyo Metropolitan Area is also unique in that real
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estate prices are much higher for locations close to the
Central Business District (CBD).
Costa and Kahn (2000) show that highly educated
‘‘power couples’’ in the United States became more likely
to locate in the Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) from
1940 to 1990. They attribute this change to the colocation
problem, i.e., the difﬁculty of ﬁnding a residence convenient to both spouses’ workplaces. In contrast, Compton
and Pollak (2007) analyze panel data and show that power
couples are no more likely than other types to migrate to
large metropolitan areas. Accordingly, they argue that
colocation is not a major cause of the concentration of
power couples in large MSAs.1 Neither of these studies,
however, is very explicit about the relationship between residential decisions and housing prices.
Several studies have investigated the relationship between women’s employment and housing purchases. Yoshikawa and Ohtake (1989), Fortin (1995), and Del Boca and
Lusardi (2003) empirically examine how the working

1
Compton and Pollak (2007) also show that the concentration of power
couples in MSAs declined slightly between 1990 and 2000.
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status of married women is related to housing purchases
by their households. In the regional science literature,
Mok (2007) asks whether incomes of spouses are pooled
or not in deciding housing location. Using the Canadian
Census data for the Toronto Metropolitan Area, she ﬁnds
that incomes are not pooled for couples without children.
Iwata and Tamada (2008) build a model of commuting
behavior of married women and argue for a non-monotonic relationship between the wage rate of working married women and their commuting time. Sakanishi (2007,
2008) builds a model in which household location is determined by the husband’s choice and the wife chooses her
employment status given the husband’s location.
In this paper, I present a model of family labor supply
that permits married women to choose from full-time
and part-time job opportunities. The commuting costs,
wage levels, and working hours for the two employment
options are explicitly modeled so as to reﬂect the real constraints faced by couples in Japan. The model explains why
the distribution of women’s employment status differs signiﬁcantly across prefectures in the Tokyo Metropolitan
Area. Although the theoretical model is constructed to explain the facts for the Tokyo Metropolitan Area, the implications of the model are broadly consistent with empirical
patterns observed in the New York Metropolitan Area: evidence from the New York area is reported in the Appendix.
The paper makes two novel contributions to the literature. First, it explicitly considers the optimization over
married women’s work (either full-time or part-time)
and residential location. In modeling this, the ‘‘discreteness’’ of these two choices is particularly emphasized. This
element of the model is especially relevant in the Tokyo
Metropolitan Area, where full-time work is more common
among women living close to the CBD than among women
living in the suburbs. Such regional differences in participation are not observed for men (Section 2). By modeling
the family’s housing location and labor supply decisions
simultaneously, this model provides a natural explanation
for such patterns.
Second, the paper highlights the importance of commuting costs in understanding women’s work in Japan.
Several important measures (legal and otherwise) to promote women’s participation in the workplace have been
adopted in Japan in recent decades (e.g., the Equal Employment Opportunity Law, the Maternity Leave Law, and various policies to make balancing work and family easier).
Nonetheless, the proportion of women working in regular
full-time jobs in Japan has not increased much, especially
over age 40. Most of the increase in women’s employment
after middle age has taken the form of non-regular, parttime work (Abe, in press). Commuting costs (including
the time and energy necessary for commuting) have not
fallen much for female workers in the past several decades,
which may explain the sluggish increase in regular fulltime employment for women.
The unique aspect of the model is that it explicitly
incorporates the discreteness of the labor market in terms
of full-time or part-time status. In Japan, full-time wages
are much higher than part-time wages. Furthermore, it is
difﬁcult for women who left the labor force at childbearing
age to return to regular employment (Ueda, 2007). These

factors make full-time and part-time work very distinct,
whereas the middle ground between these two options is
almost nonexistent. The model shows that the housing
market operates in a way to further strengthen this discrete feature in the labor market.
Discreteness in the labor market can sometimes be mitigated by other ‘‘markets.’’ For instance, if annual full-time
earnings are higher than part-time earnings, in a multiperiod setting full-time workers retire early but part-time
workers retire late. Then lifetime earnings from the two
employment statuses are more equalized than for singleperiod earnings, implying that intertemporal substitution
mitigates discreteness in a single period.2 What is unique
about the housing market in this paper is that it operates
to magnify the discreteness in the labor market.
The property whereby high-wage workers live close to
the CBD whereas low-wage workers live farther from the
CBD is common in many monocentric models because the
bid-rent gradient is higher for high-wage earners. By contrast, the model in this paper assumes that all men work
at the CBD while women have the option to engage in
part-time employment for which the commuting time is
zero. In this model, the distance from the CBD creates larger
differences on women’s behavior than for men’s. The large
discrepancy in women’s behavior is caused by the discreteness in the labor market, magniﬁed by the housing market.
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents stylized facts on regional differences in labor market participation. Section 3 presents a model that
explains the stylized facts. Section 4 provides numerical
examples of the model and Section 5 concludes. The
Appendix reports evidence from the New York Metropolitan Area.
2. Stylized facts
2.1. Discreteness in women’s employment choices: full-time
and part-time work in the Japanese labor market
To introduce the stylized facts to be explained in the
theoretical model, I begin with an overview of full-time
and part-time work in the Japanese labor market. In subsections 2.1 and 2.2, participation in the two types of
wage–salary earners is considered: (1) regular full-time
employees and (2) part-time and casual employees.3
Part-time and casual employees comprise the typical nonregular workforce in Japan and their numbers have increased dramatically in recent decades. According to the
ESS, among women aged 25–59 years, the number of parttime or casual workers was 4.5 million in 1987 and 7.4
2
Abe (2009), albeit in a different setting from this paper, presents a
model that explains this point.
3
In the data used in this paper, part-time and casual are the terms for
employment status in the workplace. Both part-time and casual employees
are non-regular workers. There is no clear distinction in tasks or working
conditions for the two types of workers, although casual workers are
generally younger than part-time workers. Students who work part time
normally work under casual status. In the questionnaire of the Employment
Status Survey (ESS, Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and
Communications of Japan), casual workers are referred to as ‘‘arbeit
workers’’.

