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Bequest Motives and the Saving Behavior of the Elderly:

Empirical Evidence from a Japanese Household Survey

By Junya HAMAAKI and Masahiro HORI

Abstract

This paper investigates why the saving rate of Japanese elderly households is higher than that
predicted by the standard life-cycle model. We start by examining changes over time in the reasons
why individuals accumulate wealth, using aggregate data published by the Central Council for Fi-
nancial Services Information. We find that the share of those who answered that their reason for
accumulating wealth was to leave a bequest was very low throughout the 1990s but then started to
increase substantially in the mid-2000s, suggesting that in recent years the bequest motive has
come to play a non-negligible role in the development of Japan’s household saving rate. We then
estimate the effect of the bequest motive on the household saving rate, using microdata from an
original survey called the Family and Lifestyle Survey that we conducted. The regression results
generally support our hypothesis that the bequest motive has a significant positive effect on the
saving rate only when individuals expect their children to be worse off over their lifetime than
themselves. Finally, based on our conjecture that the proportion of individuals who expect their
offspring to be less well-off than themselves is likely to increase in coming years, we estimate that
the average saving rate for elderly Japanese households will increase by about 2 percentage points

in the period up to 2032.

JEL Classification Codes: D14, D15, E21
Keywords: Saving, Bequest Motives, Life-cycle Hypothesis
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