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Abstract:This literature review will focus on COVID-19

as an element of cultural shock affecting income inequality
in Japan and the United Kingdom. I will introduce parts of
Japan and the United Kingdom’s culture that contributed
to income inequality previously, which are, in my opinion,
significant, for instance, views towards work and work
ethics, which seem to have changed after the pandemic.
I will then summarize the impacts COVID-19 had on
the culture of both countries and investigate, focusing on
the entertainment sector because it is one of the sectors
that developed during COVID-19. Entertainment plays a

significant role in shaping cultures.
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In the early 2000s, many countries experienced glo-
balization and technological revolutions, which sig-
nificantly increased the work effort and income of the
population. Later, improvements in technology and
living standards changed and added to the culture of
countries, which led to different attitudes towards
job occupation, work-life balance, and income. | will
investigate some of the cultural differences, typically
social norms, between the United Kingdom and Ja-
pan according to literary pieces and my opinion.

Aside from developing or underdeveloped countries,
Japan and the United Kingdom are relatively elite.
They have a high standard of living, education, and
economy and are of high global importance. Both
countries, having similar resources (both island coun-
tries) and reliance on imports, have been relatively
high on the scale of income inequality,” and both

were impacted differently because of the pandemic
despite political differences. This is significantly re-
lated to culture because of a difference in Asian and
European views towards company structure, work
ethic and individuals. I will discuss this in this litera-
ture review.

Cultural Views in Japan Affecting
Income

Introduction

Over the past twenty years, Japanese culture has
shaped income distribution and economic dynamics.
For instance, work objectives and life goals, in par-
ticular, are different to most countries traditionally,
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resulting in minimal work transitions and increasing pay
as work time increases” However, the evolving emphasis
on education,? lifelong learning and attitudes towards
wealth and social mobility have all influenced the tra-
ditional view of work, affecting income levels. Positive
developments such as increased flexibility in work and
enhanced educational opportunities result from these
changes, but income inequality and access to high-paying
jobs are consistent problems.

Traditional views towards work and society:

In Japan, collectivist views are more common. According
to Jun Saito, Japanese Economy Update, group culture is
significantly emphasized due to the bubble economy peri-
od,” such as minimizing conflict and finding self-purpose
in society.” Social norms such as wa, enryo, Giri (or Nin-
jo), and amae represent these ideas, contributing hugely to
social cohesion and regulations in Japan.’

Specifically, wa refers to social harmony, the quality of re-
lationships, and the qualities that make relationships suc-
cessful (trust, hard work, cooperation abilities, etc.).? This
is shown when the Japanese credit the team for achieving
something instead of an individual, consequently making
high-level executives liable for any actions and creating
unity.”*

Enryo is the prohibition of egoistic actions such as ask-
ing for higher wages because it is viewed as exploiting
resources in the firm.? This reduces the opportunistic be-
haviors of those that may have been more privileged than
others (such as getting a management-level job in your
family business) because of the cautiousness of how peo-
ple will view that behavior. ®

Giri is the attitude and behavior of workers toward people
of a higher age or higher positions in work. ® (It is also
called the Seniority system.) Workers, therefore, are easily
regulated and have more loyalty.” Firms also change em-
ployees less often because of the Giri (feeling responsible)
for the employee.

Lastly, amae refers to benevolence, especially towards
weaker groups.® A senior taking more care of those who
first joined the company again reinforces the idea of a
group and makes it less likely for workers to switch jobs.
Japanese workers’ overall focus is on staying in a firm
and doing the same job for as long as possible.® This af-
fects income inequality because the status of low-income
people is less likely to be altered since the income classes
are relatively fixed. Although some sectors are more like-
ly to earn more income, making these social norms less
effective towards income, other workers in the rest of the
sectors will have to suffer through this problem.
Education and training:

Another concept is that education and academic achieve-
ment are held in high esteem.® Over the past two decades,
Japan has increasingly emphasized higher education and
specialized skills (although indirectly through competitive
funding)®. This cultural focus has led to increased incen-
tives to produce educational outcomes or projects, enhanc-
ing job prospects and earning potential.® (education con-
tributes to 11.09% of income inequality in Japan)® Japan’s
commitment to advanced technology and innovation is re-
flected in its education system, which emphasizes science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields.
The increase in graduates holding a similar degree has sig-
nificantly increased the income of the younger population,
along with an increasing trend in real income(although
stagnated around 1996-2008) of individuals.”® Workers in
these sectors also benefit from a pay rise, contributing to
income equality.

The more educated graduates supplement the pay rise
in STEM fields, and there is more mobile labor within
society, meaning that workers can change jobs more eas-
ily and seek more and better opportunities with a higher
wage.’

This transformation, however, may contribute to in-
creasing competition and pressure on new graduates and
trainees, with education already being highly competi-
tive.® Since the supply of higher-quality labor increases,
the companies may not need a pay rise to hire a better
worker. This also limits the lower-income individual’s
potential to meet the qualification requirements of getting
a high-income job or even a job in recent society since the
job opportunities provided in Japan correlate strongly to
the level of education.® Thus, when the average education
level rises, it will not benefit or affect others not in the
invested sector (ie. STEM). This advantage towards high-
er income families might increase income inequality and
create higher boundaries to raise income classes.

Lifelong Learning Policy:

Lifelong learning policy in Japan, formally established
with the Lifelong Learning Promotion Law in 1990, is a
comprehensive approach to promoting continuous educa-
tion and skill development throughout an individual’s life.
° This policy, whilst supporting education, consequently,
helps with economic mobility and adaptation to societal
needs, improving income inequality.

,This policy is also specifically effective in Japan due to
the ageing population. So, the policy typically affects
people over 65 who are living in rural areas or are unem-
ployed.” Lifelong learning policies help these workers
update their skills and adapt to technological changes.
' This reduces skill gaps and helps traditional workers



who stick to one job seek more opportunities. As most
traditional workers tend to be older, their income would
increase as more connections are made with the rest of so-
ciety, enabling better promotion strategies, for example.”
Organizations like the MEXT (Ministry of Trade and In-
dustry and the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports and
Technology) support lifelong learning by collaborating
with universities and providing more opportunities for
adult education, reinforcing the idea of learning anytime
and anywhere in Japan.”

The opportunities provided in Japan because of the life-
long learning policy are significant. They increase the
number of people able to be employed in emerging sectors
enough that many other middle—or low-income individu-
als can obtain them even after the high-income individuals
have accessed those resources.

Overall, Japanese views towards work involves small
groups and emphasize on individual reputation based on
the group. This joins society more tightly but also are
highly pressurizing for individuals, especially in more
developed areas such as Tokyo and Kyoto, creating a rel-
atively high work-to-life ratio. Yet the pressure is dispro-
portional to the income generated, because of the relation-
ship between senior workers (who have been in the firm
longer) and the income which increases because of their
experience.’ Policies like life-long learning has a substan-
tial yet insufficient impact on reducing income inequality,
as education levels in Japan had been increasing but the
relative income inequality remained at a similar level.”®

Cultural views in the United Kingdom
affecting income:

Introduction:

Over the past twenty years, the culture of the United
Kingdom has transformed because of the rise of technol-
ogy and creative industries, changes in work practices
and education, and evolving attitudes towards wealth and
social mobility. In which they have had profound implica-
tions for income distribution.

The 90/10 earnings ratio grew “more than 100 percent-
age points in three countries”*, including the United
Kingdom, which is higher than countries like Sweden.
“The most privileged class remains twice as small as the
working class.” # Elite workers preferred the high- to
low-status pay ratio, which doubled or tripled in the late
20" century,* signifying the individualist view. However,
other factors such as social status and mobility strongly
correlate with income, specifically occupations considered
high-income jobs.*
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Figure 1, Gender, Age and household Income
in cloud categories (plane 1-2) from Class
and Cultural Division in the UK, Le Roux, B.,
Rouanet, H., Savage, M., & Warde, A. (2008)

Entertainment culture:

The creative industries—film, music, design, and adver-
tising—became a significant economic driver after the
pandemic.”® The cultural emphasis on creativity and arts
supported this sector’s expansion. According to a report
by the Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport
(DCMS), the creative industries have contributed over
£100 billion to the United Kingdom’s economy in recent
years. Which then has more profitable positions, elevating
incomes for those within these fields.

This characteristic is shown by the data in Class and
Cultural Division in the UK, Le Roux, B., Rouanet, H.,
Savage, M., & Warde, A. (2008) where gender factors are
neglected. There is a significant deviation between ex-
treme age gaps to taste of 2.2 and a deviation for income
and extreme modalities at 1.3.

In Figure 1, Axis 1 refers to the cultural engagement of
the individual in society. Axis 2 refers to emergent (rock
music, going to pubs, etc.) and established (visiting mu-
seums, reading literature, etc.) tastes. Even people with
lower incomes spend time in pubs and music concerts, all
forms of entertainment, and most of them are performed
very frequently."® This relationship between income and
cultural interests shifts towards highbrow culture, cor-
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relating to the perception of visual wealth as an indication
of income and the fact that the entertainment industry
takes up much of British culture, mainly due to its average
wealth.”

Work Practices and Education:

When cultural shifts towards more flexible work practices
influence income distribution, The rise of remote working
reflects a cultural shift towards valuing flexibility and au-
tonomy.”® While these changes have provided job opportu-
nities for many, they have not contributed much to income
disparity.”® The benefits of remote work tend to benefit
those not in poverty, while others often face precarious
job security and lower wages.

The United Kingdom’s emphasis on higher education and
skill development has influenced income levels. Over the
past two decades, there has been a strong cultural push
towards university education, driven by the correlation
between better education and preferred levels of earnings
inequality®

There has also been an increased cost for higher edu-
cation, (as more and more qualifications are needed)
combined with the growing importance of degree qualifi-
cations, leading to individuals from affluent backgrounds
being better positioned to obtain university-level educa-
tion. Conversely, those from less privileged backgrounds
may struggle with student debt. This causes a gap be-
tween education levels, combined with the cultural view
of middle to low-income families being less dominant in
seeking higher education opportunities'® limiting access
to high-paying jobs for those who are less educated and
exacerbating income inequality.

Changing Attitudes Towards Wealth and Social
Mobility

The cultural narrative has shifted from social respon-
sibility and modesty to a more individualistic and suc-
cess-oriented mindset. Through the use of social media,
high-profile figures, such as entrepreneurs and celebrities,
emphasize financial success (typically consumption of
highbrow culture) as a key measure of personal achieve-
ment because of its correlation with better education (con-
ceptually and statistically).*

Generally, the concept of individual success distinguishes
and separates the larger portion of the population from
individuals who cannot reach a high standard. The largest
class is the working class, nearly half the population.*
Boundaries are being redrawn within the working class,
where lower supervisory and technical occupations could
have been downgraded as the culture of success and indi-
vidualism has become “mainstream,” splitting the popu-

lation between high-income and low-income individuals
(manufacturers and entrepreneurs, for example).

The glorification of wealth and individual success in the
United Kingdom’s culture can contribute to greater eco-
nomic divides, as it often reinforces the idea that income
is a direct reflection of individual merit.”® Such a perspec-
tive overshadows structural factors influencing income
distribution, giving people who are not achieving this
standard more pressure. Moreover, the changing cultural
attitudes towards wealth have influenced public policy
and political discourse.”

Overall, the culture of the United Kingdom over the past
twenty years has impacted income distribution and shaped
the economy. Technological advancements and the growth
of the creative and financial sectors’ have created job op-
portunities while evolving work practices and educational
norms have introduced splits between income classes and
industries. Changing attitudes towards wealth and social
mobility have potentially altered government policies,
worsening the situation of the lower income bracket. Yet,
the overall picture is that income inequality in the UK and
generally in European countries has been declining since
the early 1900s. However, the decline in the UK is less
significant in comparison to European countries.®

Comparison:

In both Japan and the United Kingdom, cultural aspects
towards work have impacted the existing income distribu-
tion.

As social norms are often chosen before financial im-
provements, the increase in income should be much less
than in the United Kingdom. “The findings from this anal-
ysis suggest that cultures that exhibit either collectivist or
short-term orientation tendencies may suffer from higher
levels of income inequality” This contributes to the Gini
coefficient of both countries, where Japan has a relatively
smaller inequality in society (37.6 in 2008) and the United
Kingdom. %

Bindividual success (shown by visible wealth) is de-
sirable. There has been a decline in community and an
increase in social solidarity, with people increasingly
identifying with narrower social and economic groups.
Opposing Japan, the collectivist view is less recognized,
so community bonds weaken and result in a more individ-
ualized income distribution.

Japan and the UK hold the same educational view of ad-
miring higher qualifications, but different opportunities
are provided for people holding these qualifications. As in
Japan, the companies tend to find graduates from presti-
gious universities, making the connection between educa-
tion and higher income substantial,18 whereas in the UK,



it is less predictable.

COVID-19:

Most noticeably, culture has changed globally because of
the COVID-19 pandemic and consequently affected the
incomes of most countries. As a result of the pandemic,
the working culture in Japan which tends to encourage
longer hours of work evolved an increasing trend to have
a balanced lifestyle. For the United Kingdom, the effect
on their economy is seen from a different perspective.
Japan:

COVID-19 has brought changes to the hard-working work
ethic in Japan, decreasing gross income inequality by 1.3
percent®. The rise of work-life balance has begun because
of the low fertility rate, aiming for women to spend more
time on childcare and family life, according to The Japan
Institute for Labour Policy and Training (For instance, the
introduction of the “Premium Friday” initiative in 2017,
aimed at encouraging workers to leave early on the last
Friday of the month.) and now becoming more promoted
because of lock-down, transforming the Japanese employ-
ment landscape.

On the other hand, the transition rate differs in different
sectors. In technology and finance, flexible work practices
and remote working options are adapted quickly; compa-
nies like Sony and SoftBank have embraced more flexi-
ble work environments. Other industries, however, with
temporary and low-skilled workers, such as agriculture,
have lower productivity and wages.” The combination of
impact of COVID-19 on work practices and cultural view
of younger generations contributes to the shift from col-
lectivism to individualism behaviors in Japan.”

Impact on part-time workers:

The pandemic mostly impacted the cultural emphasizes on
loyalty and stability by forcing job transitions. Many part-
time workers were unemployed because of the closing of
shops, and other workers had to move online to continue
their jobs. Japan has a high percentage of non-regular
workers (part-time, temporary, and contract workers)."as
well as graduates or students™

These workers were more vulnerable to job losses and
income reductions caused by the pandemic; many were
women, students, or low-income classes.” Because of a
lack of protection policies for non-regular workers, the
loss of income is more impactful than for those in the
higher income bracket (only protecting regular workers)®,
possibly because they do not have the resources or qualifi-
cations to change their way of earning.

Japan’s economy relies heavily on exports, and the manu-
facturing and service sectors were both impacted, particu-
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larly tourism (mainly hotels and other accommaodations),
which affected jobs and income for those in these indus-
tries. ® The higher income bracket is less impacted as they
hold enough wealth to retaliate against this problem (and
also because of unequal wealth distribution in Japan)®;
however, the other income brackets were forced to make
sacrifices.

This ultimately results in a cultural change, where the
workers are forced to seek jobs in sectors that benefited or
survived from the pandemic, such as social media-related
jobs. The Japanese workers must be more flexible-learn-
ing new skills, so the labor is more mobile when moving
to cities with more job opportunities. In other words, to
improve occupational and geographical mability. This
might improve income for certain groups in the middle-in-
come bracket® as they can afford training and electronic
devices. On the other hand, lower income might bracket
will experience a fall in income and have limited ability
to recover, resulting in a more significant gap compared to
the rest of the population.

However, this shift into online working was uneven, with
many smaller companies and those in traditional and pri-
mary industries needing to be faster to adapt. *’

Overall, the pandemic deepened the divide between reg-
ular and non-regular workers. Non-regular workers faced
more job insecurity and were less likely to receive the
same benefits and protections as regular employees.”
non-regular workers, who were more likely to be low-in-
come, faced greater challenges. Women or low-skilled
workers typically cannot sustain themselves without in-
come. Therefore, the crisis exacerbated income inequality
in Japan because of the distribution of jobs within the la-
bor market.

United Kingdom:

The COVID-19 pandemic hit other parts of the economy
in the United Kingdom. The United Kingdom tradition-
ally has a culture of individuality”, meaning that the rich
population is less likely to help the other classes, and
lower-income classes are less likely to seek help from oth-
ers, possibly contributing to the higher poverty rate in the
United Kingdom.

The pandemic promoted remote work; however, this may
be more accessible to higher-income individuals,” wid-
ening the gap between those who could continue working
from home and limiting job opportunities.

There was a cultural shift towards valuing essential (mostly
health sector) workers, many of whom were from low-
er-income backgrounds.” However, this recognition did
not always translate into better wages or working condi-
tions, reinforcing existing inequalities.
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The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted and exacerbated
existing income inequalities in both the United Kingdom
and Japan. “In the six months following the beginning of
lockdown, the United Kingdom witnessed a collapse in

working hours across the creative industries, 60,000 job
losses (a 30 per cent decline) in music, performing and
visual arts.”"

Figure 2.1 Gilmore, A., O’Brien, D., & Walmsley, B. (2024). Pandemic culture: The impacts of
COVID-19 on the UNITED KINGDOM cultural sector and implications for the future.

Figure 2.1 shows a significant increase in the people leav-
ing creative occupations (writers, filmmakers, designers,
etc.) compared to the five-year average. For example, 4.5%
more workers left in April 2019/2020 than the five-year
average. For sub-sectors in creative industries, including
groups in publishing, architecture and crafts, however, did
not experience large changes in the number of workers in
2020."

Music, performing, and visual arts occupations experi-
enced a significant shift in the number of workers. There
has been a “decline of almost 34 per cent since pre-lock-
down.” ™ Cultural shifts, such as the increased reliance on
remote work, further deepened these divides, benefiting
people with higher-income and more secure jobs while
leaving others behind.”’
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Figure 2.3 Gilmore, A., O’Brien, D., & Walmsley, B. (2024). Pandemic culture: The impacts of
COVID-19 on the UNITED KINGDOM cultural sector and implications for the future.

Figure 2.4 Gilmore, A., O’Brien, D., & Walmsley, B. (2024). Pandemic culture: The impacts of
COVID-19 on the UNITED KINGDOM cultural sector and implications for the future.
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Figures 2.3 and 2.4 show that the average work hours in
the creative industries fall below the pre-pandemic lev-
el. The economic disruptions disproportionately affect
low-income workers and those in precarious employment,
reducing certain groups in the lower income bracket’s
earnings™ "igher-income groups that invested in or
worked in the creative sector also suffered a less signifi-
cant loss.

It is worth mentioning that the number of freelancers
working in creative occupations was around 200000 lower
at the end of 2020 than at the beginning of 2018. ** Free-
lance employment is a major part of the creative industry
workers. This suggests a trend for growth in freelance em-
ployment stalled due to the pandemic.

Similarly, the trend in the number of hours worked indi-
cates the same thing. By the middle of 2020, there was
a steep rise in the number of people reporting working
zero hours per week because they were in their freelance
creative occupation. Later, there was some evidence of
recovery in the number reporting working over 32 hours a
week by the end of 2020."

After the pandemic, the employment rate returned to the
pre-pandemic level, but better-educated workers drove the
growth. Self-employed workers, who face more precari-
ous working conditions than employed workers, also ex-
perienced growth.™ The ability to continue participating in
creative labor markets is concentrated in groups with the
resources to withstand potential precarity. Ultimately, the
cultural trends in 2020 compounded the existing problems
of Britain’s cultural labor market and reinforced the fact
that the pandemic increased income inequality.

Conclusion:

Japan and the United Kingdom have experienced cultural
shifts due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and new lifestyles
have been invented. For Japan, the implication of life-long
learning bringing a stronger education and training system
became more influential, changing the traditional view of
acquiring the same job into a more flexible and relaxed
view of work. Producing more mobile labor improves
the ability of most in the middle-income bracket to find a
more suitable job, potentially increasing payment and re-
sulting in a decline in income inequality.

In the United Kingdom, individualism and autonomy
have become the major reasons for income inequality. The
weaker bonds between groups within society have con-
tributed to decreased labor mobility and resource avail-
ability. This has also raised boundaries between classes,
increasing the gap between high-, middle-, and low-in-
come classes.

Similarly, both countries experienced decreased income

inequality due to emerging sectors. In Japan, technologies
like Al, electronic devices, and online markets have mas-
sively increased job opportunities and income for parts of
the population that have reached the standards of using
them. (ie. Being able to afford a laptop) For the United
Kingdom, the finance and creative sectors in the digital
market have been more popular and, therefore, improve
income inequality with respect to these industries. Both
countries started emphasizing education and training ei-
ther before or after the pandemic, significantly reducing
income inequality. One difference worth mentioning is
that the United Kingdom’s non-regular workers were not
impacted as significantly as Japan because of government
policies for worker protection.

However, these cultural impacts only startled a limited
part of the income inequality in both countries because
of policy differences introduced by the government and
the formation of the economy the impact is on different
groups and sectors. Although many other cultural factors
in both countries are not discussed in this review that con-
tribute to income inequality. As well as other economic
and political factors that affected income inequality during
COVID-19, this review will not be able to fully cover the
margin on error.

This literature review focuses on the impact of COVID-19
on culture as an example of economic shocks towards
culture and as a result, affecting income. This indicates
the importance of culture when it comes to the financial
well-being of an individual because many cultural views
(affected easily by ongoing events) can change the be-
havior of workers, limiting or widening their choices and
dictating aspects which the government should consider.
Generally, culture is a broad topic and is very hard to de-
fine, however, the importance of culture when shaping an
economy is undeniable. Therefore when it comes to eco-
nomics, the cultural factors of different countries should
be considered.
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