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A Study of the Current Status and Challenges of
Policies to Support Female Researchers in Academic,
Scientific, and Technological Fields in Japan

Mariko Ogawa*

With the remarkable progress in science and technology, the international community has recognized
the importance of having a diverse range of researchers involved in science, technology, and innovation
creation. Universities worldwide are working to secure a diverse range of researchers, and the under-
representation of female researchers is an issue that must be addressed.

Compared to other countries, the ratio of female researchers in Japan is extremely low, at 18.3%
(Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, 2022). In Japan, before World War II, there were
more than 100 female PhDs, 80% of whom were MDs. The first female Doctor of Engineering was born
in 1957. Since then, women have made few inroads into the natural sciences. Later, with the enactment
of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law in 1986, diversity began to emerge in the field of study of
women (Ogawa, 2020). However, the increase in the number and ratio of female researchers has been
slow, as well as the entry of women into the field of natural science, and the numerical target set by
the government in 2006 for female researchers has not yet been achieved. In addition, there are large
differences in horizontal and vertical gender segregation among researchers.

This study examined the support for female researchers at universities and other institutions from
the above perspectives. First, I reviewed the position of female researchers. Second, I provide an over-
view of how the position of female researchers has changed under the gender equality and science
and technology policies in Japan. Third, I examined the relationship between the policy for supporting
female researchers and academic organizations and the measures being taken by universities and other
organizations under the policy for supporting female researchers.

In Japan, there is a large horizontal and vertical bias between male and female researchers, and
the ratio of female researchers remains stagnant. Policies to support female researchers have played
a certain role. For correcting the underrepresentation of female researchers, numerous surveys and
activities have been conducted by researchers, academic organizations, universities, and other high-

er education institutions, and views and proposals have been made to improve the gender imbalance.

* Graduate School of Interdisciplinary Information Studies, the University of Tokyo

Key Words : Policies for Supporting Female Researchers, Science and Technology Policy, Gender Equality policy, Universities,
Academic organizations, gender.

ST - BHERAT TIPS 51T B RIERFEE SRBOR O BUIR & 3 111



From the viewpoint of science and technology policies, there is a need to secure female researchers as
human resources for innovation. On the other hand, female researchers in the natural sciences have
been placed in a situation where they are forced to suspend or give up their research because they are
caught between research and childbirth or childcare. The background to the emergence of the Women
Researchers’ Support Program was a combination of the opinions of these diverse actors.

Viewing Japan's gender equality policies and policies to support female researchers from the per-
spective that it is desirable to achieve gender equality in the field of science from the viewpoint of
social justice and equity, it is important to note that gender equality in the academic, scientific, and
technological fields has been addressed by setting goals and deadlines. For instance, the Basic Law for
a Gender-Equal Society was a milestone. One of the landmark points of this law was the specification of
“positive improvement measures” (hereinafter referred to as “positive action” ) as a policy instrument
(Article 2). Until now, positive actions in Japan have been addressed in a goal-and-timetable fashion,
with no penalties.

Article 1 of the Basic Law for a Gender-Equal Society states that “the human rights of men and
women shall be respected,” and the preamble refers to gender equality as a human rights issue, con-
firming that the purpose of the Basic Law is gender equality. However, in Article 1, the purpose of gen-
der equality in the Basic Law is repositioned as a means to an end, stating that employment practices
that place men as the core workers of society and women as domestic and auxiliary labor in society
are not only unreasonable from a human rights perspective but also as an economic system and are in-
creasingly necessary in social conditions.

This study focused mainly on policies to support female researchers; however, a variety of unique,
creative, and distinctive efforts are being made to support female researchers at universities and oth-
er institutions where they work, one of the examples as the University of Tokyo. The website of the
National Diversity Network provides a collection of good examples of positive actions, recruitment,
training, and promotion to higher positions, research environment improvement, and awareness reform
at universities across Japan. In the future, it will be necessary to conduct an in-depth analysis of the
initiatives of universities and other institutions to see how policies to support female researchers are
embodied and addressed, as well as how the participation of a diverse range of bearers can revitalize
academic, scientific, and technological fields. In addition, while Europe and the US. are working on poli-
cles to support female researchers based on gender mainstreaming policies and laws, it is also essential
to refer to overseas examples of Japanese policies to support female researchers, analyze the linkage
between the legal system and the situation of researchers, and conduct comparative studies. It is de-

sirable to consider comprehensive measures in education and academia from a gender perspective.
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