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The Merit System and Sufferings of the Middle-aged and the Elderly:
On the Sudden Increase of Suicides and Its Social Background

YUMOTO, Makoto
Abstract

This paper examines the sudden increase of suicides in recent Japan, and the causes of
this increase. In 1998, both the number and the rate of suicides suddenly increased, and the
latter rose remarkably among men in their fifties. The extremely high suicide rate for this
group was the highest for any group in postwar Japan and was repeated in 1999 and 2000.

Although some scholars attribute this increase to characteristics specific to this age group
or to the possibility of imitation, I argue that the main cause relates to recent employment
adjustments, including dismissals, job relocation, and change of employer. In fact, whenever
massive employment adjustments have been carried out during recession, the suicide rate
has risen. However, suicides are not caused only by difficulties related directly to work.
There is a more important indirect factor: the fact that loss of the workplace means the loss
of a place that provides an intermediate group between individual and social action for the
middle aged and the elderly.

In this long-term recession, companies in Japan have been strengthening the merit system.
This tends to exclude the middle-aged and elderly from the workplace and disrupts workplace
harmony. Moreover, this often contributes to divorce. Such social isolation constitutes the

background of these suicides.

Key words: suicide, employment adjustment, merit system, workplace
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