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WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

1. Why Physician Careers Are Becoming 
Unsustainable





The Japanese Physician Workforce Crisis













Underrepresentation of Women in 
Leadership Positions in Japanese Medicine



The Leaky Pipeline of Women Physicians







Even among women physicians, many feel a strong 
desire to raise their children with their own hands.

Nomura et al. BMJ Open, 2014



2. Gender Equity as a Workforce Issue



The 2018 Tokyo 
Medical 
University 
Scandal





The perception and experience of gender-based discrimination related to professional advancement among Japanese physicians.
Yasukawa K, Nomura K.Tohoku J Exp Med. 2014 Jan;232(1):35-42. doi: 10.1620/tjem.232.35.

More Women Than Men Reported Experiencing Gender 
Discrimination Related to Professional Advancement



Physicians with a stronger recognition of gender disparities in 

employment and career opportunities were 40% more likely to 

work part-time.

Nomura and Gohchi. Soc Sci Med. 2012 Nov;75(9):1612-6.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Nomura+Gohchi


Women who resigned from their jobs instead of taking 
maternity leave at the time of first childbirth were 

significantly less likely to obtain specialty board 
qualifications or DMSc degrees 



The glass ceiling refers to invisible 
barriers that limit women's 

opportunities for promotion to senior 
academic, leadership, and decision-
making positions, regardless of their 

qualifications and performance.

Glass ceiling 
Sticky Floor

Glass ceiling

http://www.buzzle.com/articles/glass-ceiling-effect.html





Legal Framework 
Supporting Women's 

Health in Japan





Japan Agency for Medical Research and Development
Women’s health checklist and digital apps evidence 



Japan Society of Occupational Health
https://wwh.sanei.or.jp/



Working
Women’s 

Health

読み取りQRLコード



3. Mechanism of physician burnout



Vicious cycle of mental ill health 
among medical professionals

Physician Shortage

Physician maldistribution

Women physician issue

Overwork

Burnout 

Depression

Early retirement KAROSHI







Karoshi Line: >80 hours of overtime/month

Upper limits for overtime under Japan Industrial Safety and Health Act 



When overtime work exceeds 80 h/month, physicians are 
assessed for sleep and accumulated fatigue.

If  overtime is expected to reach ≥100 h/month, a 
mandatory health interview is  required.

Occcupational
health doctor

Legally required assessment:

Work conditions • Sleep • Accumulated fatigue • 

Physical & mental health

Practical questions:

On-call duties • Outside work • Post-call rest • 

Days off • Depression/insomnia • Near-miss 

incidents

Medical Care Act and Ordinance for Enforcement of the Medical Care Act.



Source TOYOKEIZAI（2006) www.toyokeizai.net

http://www.toyokeizai.net/


28 y/o Anesthesiologist in 2006

26 y/o resident in 2022

44 y/o hospital ward director

26 y/o resident in 2023

37 y/o OBGYN in 2016

44  y/o Pediatrics ward director  in 2016

26 y/o resident in 2022





Physician Work Style Reform
Implementation

2024

Majority
clean

However, this is not the whole story. The reality is more complicated.



Special Rules on Physicians’ Working Hours

Level Reason long working hours are needed Annual upper limit       
for overwork

Level A (Standard level — for occasional long working hours) 960 hours

Cooperative Level B
To secure regional healthcare — long hours arise when working 

time at dispatched hospitals is combined
1,860 hours

(960 hours at each individual 
hospital)

Level B To secure regional healthcare 1,860 hours

Level C-1 For training of clinical residents and senior residents 1,860 hours

Level C-2 For acquiring advanced clinical skills 1,860 hours

Monthly overtime should generally remain below 100 hours. If ≥100 hours is 
anticipated, mandatory health protection measures, including a medical interview, 
apply.

When working at multiple medical institutions, 
working hours must be summed across them.

2024 Physician Work Style Reform



Including overtime and holiday work.

General rules does not apply to Physician.



Annual upper limit for overtime and 
holiday work:

960 hours / year

With one on-call shift per week and going home at 
midday after the post-call day, you can roughly stay 

under 960 hours / year.

Taking interval rest periods is an effort obligation

Level A

Applies in principle to
· · · ·
all hospital-employed physicians

Special Rules on Physicians’ Working Hours















4.How do we cope with Workforce 
Sustainability?





Four Level Public Health Prevention Strategy against sustainable workforce



Scale Development for "Great Research Mentors" and Its Relationship to Mentees' 
Psychological Burnout in Young Physician Researchers.
Takenoshita S, Iwakura M, Nagasawa T, Nomura K.
Tohoku J Exp Med. 2024 Feb 23;262(2):51-62. doi: 10.1620/tjem.2023.J102. Epub 2023 
Dec 21.

One important factor is Good Mentorship to reduce the risk of burnout among young physicians



Direct and Indirect Harassment Experiences and Burnout among Academic Faculty in Japan.
Takeuchi M, Nomura K, Horie S, Okinaga H, Perumalswami CR, Jagsi R.
Tohoku J Exp Med. 2018 May;245(1):37-44. doi: 10.1620/tjem.245.37.




