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Japanese Fathers
and Their Work-Life-Balance

Yoshimi IWASHITA

(Interdisciplinary Gender Studies)

This study examines contemporary fatherhood in Japan and investigates the conflicts that they face
between family and work. From the post war period to the burst of the bubble economy, Japanese families
have been considered “fatherless” (Ishii-Kuntz, 1993, p.45). However Japan's socioeconomic situation has
changed and with it, the cultural expectations toward fathers have transformed from being a provider to
being a caregiver and provider. Data were collected from 6 fathers and their wives as well as their
biological children whose age is 18 or younger. All the fathers and 2 wives have full-time jobs and the rest
of them are housewives. The qualitative data were analyzed based on identity theory framework. The
data shows that strong work demands negatively affect their father role identity because of the role
conflicts. Informants were divided into three groups based on whether they play the nurturing role or not.
One father who had the experience of taking a five-month leave for the purpose of child care, has been
taking the nurturing role regularly even after he got back to work, thus he is categorized to nurturing
role focused type. The next category is transition type. The father who is in this category, has started to
take the nurturing role recently, thus he has faced struggle with it. The third type is named situational
work role focused type. They have experienced work-life-conflict. In this category, the wives and children
expect their fathers to be physically present. Also mothers tend to play the role of adviser / critics based
on their work experiences. The implications for policies include importance of firm’'s work-life balance
action and child care support by the government. There is a lack of opportunities for fathers to learn how
to deal with child care and for this reason, holding classes for fathers who have new-born babies is

suggested.

Keywords: fatherhood, work life balance, nurturing role, long work hours, identity theory

10





