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Navigating Work and Childrearing at Large Japanese Enterprises: Interviews of Child Care
Leave Returners who took Leave after 2010

Nagase Nobuko, Ishii Ami, Inoue Manaka, Kano Yuka,
Takada Miya, Maeda Utena, Morimatsu Miwa, Yamazaki Risa,
Watanabe Yuka

Summary

The purpose of this research is to focus on the recent changes in the work culture of Japanese
large enterprises, through in-depth interviews of highly educated women who took child care
leave at large enterprises after 2010. Interviews were conducted by Ochanomizu University third
year female students.

In previous qualitative research, women replied that taking a one-year leave and returning to
work was not easy even though the law granted this right to take the leave. Therefore, more
opted to leave the labor force after childbearing, rather than to return after short-term leave.
Studies have showed, however, that the statutory mandate for a short hour option, introduced in
2010, has increased maternal work continuation especially among female university graduates
after childbirth. The Japanese Fertility Survey of 2015 also showed that the ratio of mothers who
continued their work after the first childbirth increased from around forty percent for births in
the 1990s and 2000s to over fifty percent for births in 2010-2014, a significant rise, while three-
fourths of them used child care leave arrangements. Has corporate culture changed significantly
in recent years so that balancing work and family has become easier?

Our interviews of 21 women child care leave returners conducted in 2019 Aug-Nov showed
that many perceived that the work culture became more accommodating in the past five years.
About half of respondents also said that their husband’s share in domestic work increased with
time as children grew older. However, we still found that the Japanese personnel system
discriminates against child rearing workers. Traditional firms often have the first promotion
evaluation periods at specified years of tenure, mostly when workers are in their late twenties to
early thirties when childcare leave is most common. Taking leave before this first promotion
period and getting a low evaluation, or being on child care leave and not being evaluated, can
permanently negatively affect one’s promotion prospects at some of these firms. Many
interviewees also thought that short-hour work was directly linked to low performance
evaluation by their managers, regardless of the quality and quantity of hourly output. Some
managers did not allow work-hour and workplace flexibility, and this also resulted in low
performance evaluation of child-caring workers. One female, promoted to manager, said that she
hopes to show that a managerial style that does not presuppose long working hours can be
equally effective as one that does.

Interviewees perceived that promotion at work for mothers is still quite a challenge. This
shows that further progress in the personnel management system in Japanese employment is
necessary to persuade high ability women to aspire for both work and family.





