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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this paper is to analyze the Japanese aspects of the 

international migration of health care workers, also known as the 
“globalization of care”, through introducing the circumstances of foreign 
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nationals who are engaged in care work or care worker education in Japan. 
Due to population aging and low birth rates, Japan is expected to face 

labour shortages in the future; the long term care labour market in 
particular is drawing attention. According to official government policy, these 
future shortages are expected to be dealt with by activating domestic labour 
sources. That is one reason why there is no visa for care workers available in 
Japan at this point. 

Despite the fact that there is no visa available, there are some ways for 
foreigners to enter this market, and there are three clearly distinguishable 
groups already doing so, or scheduled to do so in the near future. One group 
consists of foreign students in welfare education at universities. The 
members of the second group are mostly Filipina residents with visas 
without work limitations (marriage etc.) and 2nd degree Home Helper 
licenses. The third group includes Certified Care Worker candidates from 
Indonesia and the Philippines. 

This paper, after giving an overall introduction to the current Japanese 
long-term care labour market, immigration policy and the three groups 
mentioned above, analyzes the various attitudes towards foreign care labour, 
based on an interview survey conducted in 2007 from October to November 
among the most important domestic stakeholders. Finally, on the basis of 
this survey, it summarizes the most important questions and problems 
concerning the future possibility of introducing foreign care workers to the 
Japanese long-term care market, and points out the possibly necessary 
support for the migrant groups educated in Japan and already present in the 
market, so that they can contribute to Japanese long-term care as much as 
possible. Finally, necessary topics for future research are also indicated. 

 
1. Introduction: economic partnership agreements3 

 
The Agreement between Japan and the Republic of the Philippines for an 

Economic Partnership was signed by both countries` political leaders in 
September, 2006. This EPA, among other resources, includes a chapter on 
the movement of natural persons. One section of this chapter suggests the 
movement of nurses and care workers from the Philippines to Japan. This 
was the first sign surfacing to suggest the Japanese aspects of the process 
often referred to as the “globalization of care”, meaning the international 



EASP 5th International Conference 
3rd-4th November 2008    National Taiwan University, Taipei, Taiwan 

4 
 

migration of care workers. The Japan-Indonesia Economic Partnership 
Agreement was signed almost one year later in August 2007 and came into 
effect in July, 2008. It also includes a very similar section, and as of August 
2008 the first applicants from Indonesia have already arrived and started 
their training in Japan.4 

Since this is the first time in Japan for such introduction of foreign care 
workers on the official level, the agreement on the movement of nurses and 
care workers has drawn not only media but also professional attention. Until 
these agreements there were no signs on the government level of embracing 
foreign labour either in nursing or long-term care. In the case of medical 
nursing, provided that the Japanese license examination has been passed, a 
medical visa can be applied for. However, for care workers, even in case of 
having Japanese licenses, no such visa status exists; candidates in the 
economic partnership agreements too are granted special visas. Hence, even 
if considered exceptional, these agreements are the very first examples of 
migration with the purpose of engagement in care work to be admitted on 
the policy level. 

In reality, though not having the above mentioned policy support, there 
have been other ways for foreign nationals to enter the long-term care labour 
market in Japan. Holding visa statuses which originally have nothing to do 
with care work, some foreign students and spouses who have acquired 
Japanese licenses in caring are actually engaging in care work. 

This paper`s main aims are to examine the constructional reasons for the 
current status of migrant care work in Japanese policies, to introduce the 
ways (including the EPAs) for foreigners to enter the Japanese long-term 
care labour market, based on empirical data to analyze the general attitudes 
of stakeholders in the care sector towards foreign care work, and finally to 
point out the contradictions and future prospects concerning migrant care 
work in Japan. 

 
2. Tendencies and policies concerning migrant care work 

 
To examine the constructional reasons for the current status of migrant 

care work in Japan, recent tendencies and policies have to be overviewed. 
Since migrant care work on the policy level can be defined as the intersection 
of long-term care labour and immigration policy, these are the fields which 
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have to be studied. 
 
2.1. Tendencies and policies in long-term care labour 

 
The most important concern of Japanese long-term care policy is the 

rapid aging of the society, especially of the post-war baby-boom generation, 
combined with low birthrates, and thus the care labour shortages the 
country is predicted to face in the future. According to the Japanese Ministry 
of Health, Labour and Welfare, the number of care workers employed under 
the framework of the Long-term Care Insurance5 has doubled between 2000 
and 2006, from about 550.000 to some 1.170.000. The need for care workers 
is expected to continue to grow to approximately 1.400.000-1.600.000 by 
2014, a considerable growth in only ten years in comparison with the number 
around 1.000.000 in 2004 (厚生労働省, 2007). 

 In the process of this continuously and rapidly growing care labour 
demand, the first signs of shortages in labour supply are already starting to 
show, even though there are regional differences (more deficits in 
metropolitan centers). Due to the already visible decline of young population, 
the severe working conditions and the media-generated negative image of 
the profession, applications to schools (including universities, vocational 
schools etc.) which provide a course to attain the most widely recognized 
Certified Care Worker6 qualification, fell to levels dramatically below the 
capacity of these educational institutions. According to Sankei Newspaper, 
as of September 2008, the average percentage of applications to the ratio of 
the capacity of these schools is 45.8%, less than half. In line with access to 
care worker education, access to care work itself shows the deficit in labour 
supply. The national average effective ratio of job offers to applicants7 in the 
care sector nearly doubled in the three years between 2004 and 2007, from 
1.14 to 2.10. In the case of part time job offers the change is 2.62 to 3.48. This 
means that there is only one applicant to almost three and a half care work 
jobs, a significant difference from other fields of employment. Together with 
access to education and the labour market, data describing the exit from the 
care work profession paints a grim picture as well. Job separation ratio of 
care workers is 21.6%, nearly 5 points more than that of the domestic 
average of all industries, static at 16.2%. Furthermore, according to 
statistics, the proportion of care workers quitting their jobs after less than 
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one year is 40%. This figure rises to 75% in the period less than 3 years (厚生

労働省, 2008a). 
To secure care labour (and welfare labour as a whole) in the future, the 

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare has indicated guide lines for the 
necessary measures. The summary of these guide lines consist of the 
following: 

 
a) the improvement of working conditions 
b) the construction of educational and career-up provisions 
c) the utilization of personnel management techniques 
d) the popularization of the social image and the recognition of the profession 
e) the introduction of a diverse work force 
f) the re-introduction of latent qualified work force 

 
Among these e) and f) need some explanation. “Diverse work force” for 

example, applies for the elderly and the disabled, but it also mentions 
Certified Care Workers from abroad, but strictly only to the extent and in the 
framework of the existing EPAs. “Latent qualified work force”, in the case of 
Certified Care Workers, is approximated to be some 200.000 individuals, 
since from 470.000 registered certified professionals the actual number of 
people working in the welfare sector is reported to be only 270.000. This is 
partially because of employment in other industries right after graduation or 
because of separation from work for various reasons (child birth, better wage 
offers etc.). Also, this number only represents Certified Care Workers, but 
the ministry points out that the actual situation of Home Helpers8 and other 
qualifications should also be investigated (厚生労働省, 2007 and 2008a). 

As seen above, despite the quite unpromising future expectations, it has 
to be concluded that the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare officially 
continues to attempt to rely almost completely on domestic resources to cover 
Japan`s ever growing care labour demand. Roughly calculated from the data 
above, this means that in the shadow of recent years` care labour supply 
deficit and high separation rates, more than 200.000 new care workers have 
to be introduced in the coming 5 years, and another 500.000 by 2030 (even if 
we assume the very positive scenario in which prevention schemes against 
dependence on care will work as expected). 
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2.2. Tendencies and policies in immigration control 
 
Japanese immigration policy has faced several debates in the last twenty 

years. The focus of these debates was either on international pressure such 
as whether to accept refugees from Indochina, or on domestic labour needs 
fulfillment by migrant work. The first dispute took place during the 1980s, 
an era referred to in Japan as “the bubble economy”, indicating the speedy 
economic growth. This economic growth resulted in a natural growth of 
demand for manual workers, providing material for the debate over migrant 
work. Although during this period South American people of Japanese 
descendant (nikkei) were granted long-term residential status, the debate 
automatically ceased together with the economic recession symbolizing the 
end of the bubble era. However, this first debate had an important result: the 
main policy for embracing professional labour while rejecting unskilled 
labour was born, thus polarizing the situation to clearly black and white and 
forgetting about semi-skilled and skilled manual labour. Not to mention that 
this policy also contradicted corporate interests, since Japanese companies 
still were in need of manual, rather than professional workers. The second 
debate since around 2000 may be viewed as still in progress and was 
originally ignited by such demographic changes in Japanese society as low 
birth rates and the growth of the elderly population. Migrant care workers 
are also an important issue in this new, but yet unconcluded debate (井口, 
2001). 

Disregarding to the second debate, the above mentioned emphasis on 
professional labour still exists in immigration policy, as it can be seen in the 
range of residential (visa) statuses issued in Japan today. There are 
altogether 27 visa categories which can be divided to visas related to status 
and visas related to activities. Visas related to status (such as for example 
permanent residency, long-term resident visas for people of Japanese 
descendant or spouse visas etc.) contain no limitation on work. Visas based 
on activities can further be divided to working, non-working and special 
visas. Working visas, based on the principle of “positively embracing 
professional and technological labour while not allowing anything else”, 
consist of 16 items. These include among many others medical, engineer, 
entertainer, research, educational visas. Work is allowed only in the field of 
activity designated by the residential status. Non-working visas are cultural 
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activity, short stay, student and trainee visas etc. These visas principally do 
not allow work, but it is possible to apply for a permit to engage in activity 
other than that permitted by the status of residence previously granted, 
making  work possible for a limited number of hours a week, such as part 
time work or student work. Special visas for designated activities 
(designated individually by the Minister of Justice) are usually granted to 
people like household workers working for diplomats, amateur athletes, and 
visitors on working holiday, or technical interns. Also, work is permitted only 
to the extent of the designated activity. Certified Care Worker candidates of 
the two EPAs fall under this last visa category of designated activities, but 
some voices claim that in the future foreign acquirers of the certification 
should be considered professionals (Japanese Certified Care Workers are 
already tend to be so considered), and a new working visa status should be 
constructed for them, just like for office workers such as secretaries etc. (経済

財政諮問会議, 2008). 
One of the most recent movements in immigration policy is the joint plan 

of several ministries aiming to increase the number of foreign students 
studying in Japan. As a part of “globalization strategy” the plan sets the goal 
of raising the number to 300.000 by 2020. It consists of five main articles: 

 
a) the invitation of foreign students to Japan 
b) the reform of entry (visa, exam, enrollment etc.) 
c) the promotion of the globalization of universities, colleges etc. 
d) the preparation of proper environment for foreign students 
e) the transfer of foreign students to Japanese society after graduation 

 
The last article emphasizes the domestic employment and settlement of 

foreign students educated in Japan, as a form of strategic acquisition of 
professional work force (文部科学省, 2008). 

The problem of foreign students in the aspect of care work is described in 
the first section of the next chapter of this paper. 

 
3. Foreign nationals entering the long-term care labour market 
 

This chapter summarizes the characteristics of the three major groups of 
foreign nationals recently entering the Japanese care labour market. These 
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groups are: foreign students, foreign nationals with visas without working 
limitations, and finally the candidates of the EPAs. 
 

3.1. Foreign university students in welfare education 
 

As seen in the second section of the previous chapter (2.2.), foreign 
students are primarily expected to engage in academic activities, but may 
also apply for a permit, in order to engage in other activities. Foreign 
university (and/or college) students usually use this opportunity to earn 
some extra money with part time jobs. Altogether, as of now, more than 
110.000 students are using this system (経済財政諮問会議, 2008). 

The concern of this paper is those students who are enrolled in higher 
education of social services (social work or social welfare). Given the nature 
of their education, there are numerous cases where these students use their 
permits to work in care. Unfortunately due to Japanese data collection 
techniques, at this moment there is no discrete data available for the total 
number of foreign students enrolled only in social welfare education, or for 
the number of those who are working as part time care workers. Neither is 
there any publication on the number of the foreign nationals having 
qualified as either Certified Care Workers or Home Helpers. 

About the main characteristics of these students: 
 

① Having studied at Japanese universities, they have fairly good Japanese 
language skills, including writing, combined with basic knowledge of 
Japanese culture and society. 

② Being enrolled in welfare education, they are expected to have a basic 
knowledge of the profession, and they tend to have some kind of 
qualification (mainly Home Helper) as well, or a good chance to obtain 
further certificates. In some cases Certified Care Worker licenses can be 
obtained automatically, without taking any examinations9. 

③ Weekly working hours of these students are limited to up to 28 hours a 
week, their main activity being officially academic study. As for the 
future contribution to Japanese long-term care and the continuation of 
care work, these students have quite poor chances, since at this moment 
there is no working visa for care workers, so together with their 
graduation and the expiration of the student visa status, they face the 
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problem of residence, in case they intend to shift to full time care work in 
Japan. 

 
In summary, focusing on the problems and contradictions concerning 

these students: even though foreign students in welfare education working 
as part time care workers are supposed to have relatively good knowledge 
not just of Japanese language and customs but also professional issues, and 
even tend to have various professional qualifications including the highest 
national certification for care workers (Certified Care Worker); and even if 
they would easily find welcoming employers, they are not allowed to enter 
the care labour market after graduation, because of the absence of a proper 
visa status. Despite having been educated in Japan and being familiar with 
Japanese welfare and care, in the end they are forced to leave the country. 
This paradox not only prevents them from contributing to the Japanese care 
sector which in the meantime faces or is predicted to face severe labour 
shortages, but at the same time contradicts on one hand the basic Japanese 
immigration policy principle of embracing a professional work force, and on 
the other the ideas and visions of the new expansion plan of foreign students 
and their employment. This may be considered not only as a waste of work 
force, but also of invested educational resources10. 
 

3.2.  Licensed Filipina caregivers 
 

The second group of non-Japanese care workers is formed by foreign 
individuals who have a residential status which does not include any work 
restrictions. Theoretically it is possible for foreign residents of any 
nationality and any visa status to enter the care labour market, but there is 
one clearly distinguishable group which has done so in considerable numbers. 
They are Filipino women mainly with spouse visas or permanent residency, 
who have completed the course for the 2nd degree qualification of Home 
Helpers11. 

The reason for Filipinas being the most numerous group is that special 
Home Helper courses have been opened for them by the private care worker 
education sector since 2004 in Tokyo, since 2005 in Nagoya and since 2006 in 
Osaka. This may have been an early effect of the rumours about the EPA, or 
just the image that the Republic of the Philippines is the world`s largest 
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exporter of nursing and care labour. In any case, Japan has had a 
considerable population of Filipino women, for various reasons. 
Unfortunately, again there is no exact data about the number of students 
completing these courses, but according to estimates, already two years ago 
there were at least 300 graduates (by now it may reach 1.000). The Licensed 
Filipino Caregiver Association in Central Japan with approximately 50 
members was formed in 2005 in Nagoya, and the Licensed Filipino Caregiver 
Association in Japan (LFCAJ) was founded one year later in Tokyo by 100 
members. However it is also true that many do not engage in care work right 
after completing the course and obtaining the certificate, and are basically 
motivated to acquire licenses for multi-dimensional sociological reasons, 
such as the need for social recognition or for future family purposes (高畑, 
2007). 

Now, for the characteristics of the group as caregivers: 
 

① Since living in international marriages with Japanese family members, 
very good oral (and non-verbal) communication skills are characteristic, 
but at the same time a tendency to have problems with Japanese reading 
and writing is also noted. 

② All members of this group acquired the 2nd degree Home Helper 
certificate, either in special courses for foreigners or in some cases 
together with Japanese. Because of the lack of Japanese literal skills, the 
Certified Care Worker exam may be somewhat difficult, but the number of 
Filipino caregivers having the right (at least 3 years of field experience) to 
take the exam is starting to grow. After having gathered field experience, 
support not so much concerning the exam`s content itself, but in Japanese 
language, is considered to be needed. 

③ There is no restriction of work either in working hours or in the future 
continuation of work based on residential status, but in fact it is pointed 
out that Filipino caregivers tend to work part time, while being engaged in 
family or household matters, or maybe have another part time job 
somewhere else. 

 
Licensed Filipina caregivers have better future provisions than the 

students discussed in the previous chapter. There are no administrative 
boundaries for them, and with the growth of their children probably more 
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and more middle-aged Filipinas choose to enroll in Home Helper courses 
opened for them and to find work as care workers. First they work part time, 
but after further relief of child care burdens they may easily shift to full time. 
To ensure future education, level up and career-up chances to them, and to 
upgrade their skills concerning record taking and documentation, (written) 
Japanese language support or/and multi-language practical consideration at 
work are necessary. The group may be a domestic resource for care workers 
in the future. Furthermore it must not be forgotten that they can be of 
tremendous help in coordinating activities around the EPA candidates, 
especially from the Philippines. 
 

3.3. Certified Care Worker candidates 
 
The economic partnership agreements with the Philippines and 

Indonesia made it possible for the first time for foreign nationals to enter 
Japan with the sole purpose of engaging in care work. This section 
introduces the detailed outline of the reservation of Certified Care Worker 
candidates. 

In case of both countries an initial movement of 1.000 nurses and 
caregivers in two years was agreed on. Any further movement will be 
discussed in the future. The residential status applied is special visa for 
designated activities. The only hosting/launching and cooperating agency on 
the Japanese side is the Japan International Corporation of Welfare Services 
(JICWELS), on the Filipino side the Technical Education and Skills 
Development Authority (TESDA), on the Indonesian side NBPPIW (the aim 
was to exclude unethical private brokers). Among the 1.000 to be accepted, 
400 are candidates for Medical Nurses and 600 are candidates of Certified 
Care Workers. The concern of this paper is care work, so in the following only 
care work is described. For care work there is an examination course and a 
school course12. The condition for application to the examination course is 
either graduation from nurse`s college, or completion of a caregiver course in 
the home country after having graduated from a four year undergraduate 
course of any kind. In case of the school course, general graduation from 
college or university is enough. After arriving in Japan the candidates 
without considerable Japanese language skills have to complete a six 
months` course in Japanese language (and some basic professional) training 
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at facilities of the Association for Overseas Technical Scholarship (AOTS) 
and other organizations. Candidates of the school course provided that they 
have studied for an additional two years and graduated from the designated 
school, acquire Certified Care Worker licenses automatically. Examination 
course candidates, after the completion of a four year on-the-job-training 
(OJT) at various medical social and welfare institutions, are entitled to take 
the national examination for Certified Care Workers. Those who fail to 
obtain the certification are required to return to their home country. Those 
who qualify as Certified Care Workers are permitted to continue to work as 
care workers, with an unlimited renewable residential status with the 
duration of stay of three years. At each stage they have to be paid the same 
amount of wages their Japanese colleges are receiving. (厚生労働省, 2006 and 
2008b). 

The following points are characteristics of Certified Care Worker 
candidates from Indonesia and the Philippines focusing on the question of 
strict examination requirements (since the examination course is still 
overwhelmingly more realistic and anticipated than the self-payment system 
in the school course): 

 
① In the three groups, EPA candidates are the least expected to have good 

Japanese language and social skills. The half-year Japanese training at 
the beginning is of considerable help, but after that they are on their own, 
in addition to working full-time. 

② In contrast with Japanese language, the professional knowledge of the 
candidates originally attained in their home country is the focus of high 
expectations, especially since in many cases medical nurses become 
caregivers after coming to Japan (though this may cause identical 
problems). 

③ There is no restriction of working hours, but long-term future contribution 
to Japanese care is very controversial. Theoretically, as long as they are 
engaged in care work, EPA candidates can stay and work in Japan, but 
first they have to pass the Certified Care Worker national examination 
after four years to be able to stay on. This examination, providing the 
highest Japanese qualification in care, requires not just professional, but 
sophisticated Japanese literacy skills as well, which is considered to be 
very difficult to acquire while doing full-time OJT. Further on, for 
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administrative reasons, in reality there is only one chance to take the 
examination in the fourth year. 

 
Since the attitudes to foreign care labour introduced in the next chapter 

are based on the evaluation of the care work aspects of the EPAs made by 
stakeholders, the further analytic description of the EPA candidates is 
provided there. 

In fact, while due to diplomatic complications already mentioned before 
Filipino applicants have to wait; the first candidates from Indonesia arrived 
in Japan in the summer of 2008, and currently are undergoing their six 
months` basic Japanese training. According to the Japanese cooperation 
agency (JICWELS), three applicants (out of 104) even qualified by having 
sufficient language skills to skip the initial Japanese training and go 
straight to the host institutions from September13. 

 
4. Attitudes towards foreign care labour 
 

This chapter summarizes the most important findings in the analysis of 
the attitudes of the major domestic stakeholders towards the issue of 
introduction of migrant care work to Japan. The analysis is empirical, based 
on a qualitative interview survey conducted by the author between October 
and November, 2007. Due to lack of space in this paper and the qualitative 
feature of the research, after showing the approximate outline of data 
collection, analysis and other research methods applied, the paper follows to 
the discussion of results, without showing the results themselves. In other 
words, originally Japanese interviews are quoted in English, but not entirely 
presented here. There is no complete English version, but for the full 
Japanese summary of the interviews see ヴィラーグ, 2008. 
 

4.1. Interview survey outline 
 
The 23 interviews of the qualitative survey can be divided into two main 

parts: a survey targeting stakeholders in policy, and a survey targeting 
stakeholders in the field. The targets of the first part were basically policy 
makers responsible for care work policy in three sectors: public 
administration, professional associations (including the Licensed Filipino 
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Caregiver Association in Japan), and Council of Social Welfare14; each on 
national, as well as prefectural and local levels. Altogether eleven individual 
interviews of this kind were conducted with representatives of the various 
organizations. The second type of survey targeted managers (administrators, 
supervisors etc.) and actual care workers on the practice side. This means 
five individual interviews of the former, and seven individual and/or group 
interviews targeted to 15 subjects in total of the latter. The 15 care workers 
were engaged in general institutional care, day care, institutional dementia 
care; namely 5 subjects in each of the three area. 

In interview data analysis, qualitative analytical methods were applied: 
coding (preparation of cards based on data), construction of categories and 
subcategories (grouping the cards), and finally, finding relationships between 
the various categories such as cause and effect, opposition etc. (comparing 
the card groups). 

Research ethics concerning privacy, informed consent and anonymity 
were taken into consideration. 

 
4.2. Foreign care labour in general 
 
In this section, first we look at the attitudes of stakeholders towards the 

idea of foreign that is, non-Japanese, care labour as a whole. 
Most interviewees point out the possible negative attitude of the clients 

of care services supplied by foreign staff. Subjects closer to practice also 
warned about those generations of clients who personally experienced World 
War II, and the possible problems especially in dementia care in these cases. 
On the other hand, the representative of the Licensed Filipino Caregiver 
Association in Japan (LFCAJ) reported rather warm feelings from the field. 
The second biggest concern is Japanese language skills, including non-verbal 
communication, dialects etc. in communication with clients, and writing 
skills in documentation. To overcome these difficulties pinpointed language 
education and the cooperation and assistance of Japanese co-workers are 
considered to be necessary. The problem of culture and customs is very 
similar. Friction with Japanese staff and adaption to Japanese working 
norms may be a problem, as mentioned both by Japanese and Filipino 
representatives. However, interviewees in practice emphasize the 
importance of the human nature of the individual. 
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Interviewees closer to actual care giving, look forward to welcoming 
migrant care workers with great expectations. They see a chance for 
revitalization of Japanese care itself, a return to Confucian values of 
respecting the elderly, which they feel has disappeared from Japanese care, 
but may still exist in South-East Asian countries. They name the 
internationalization of Japan as a necessary requirement in today`s 
globalizing world, and they see internationalization both as a premise of 
migrant care work, and as a possible positive result. 

 
 
4.3. The EPA system 
 
This section summarizes the opinions on the EPA hosting system. 
The interpretation of the EPA differs widely among the interview 

subjects. Just as seen in the first chapter, on the governmental policy level, it 
is thought of rather as a diplomatic matter, not at all as a care labour matter, 
which according to the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare should be 
continued to be secured by domestic work force. Hence, the central 
government, claiming that the increase in numbers may deprive 
employment chances of Japanese workers and worsen working conditions, 
does not have any plans exceeding the two years and the 1.000 candidates 
each. On the other hand, prefectural, especially metropolitan government 
officials and Council of Social Welfare representatives think of these 1.000 
men and women as a chance to develop hosting know-how for unavoidable 
future employment of migrant care workers. At the same time, managers 
and care workers either “cannot even imagine” the arrival of the EPA 
candidates, or start to develop a feeling of relief from labour shortages, in 
spite of the small figures of the actual program. 

The requirements for continuous stay are considered to be extremely 
strict. Some policy makers point out, that the access to Japan is clearly much 
more difficult than to other possible destination countries. Supervisors 
indicated that given the high requirements and the severe working 
conditions, it is important to have other personal goals and ideas than just 
earning money. This way one can not just pass the examination, but stay in 
work for many years after doing so, thus contributing to the Japanese care 
sector for many years, as obviously expected. Some reformist policy makers 
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suggested that in the future, requirements should be lowered to increase 
numbers. These types of voices show their dissatisfaction in the current low 
numbers, being nothing more than “a drop in a bucket”(「焼け石に水」). 

About professional qualification requirements, opinions are diverse. 
Professional associations seem to be the most conservative, insisting on the 
importance of Japanese license, thus defending their autonomy. Most 
progressive opinions would agree to the mutual recognition of licenses 
between Japan and the partner country, or to the construction of a special 
qualification system only for foreign care workers. However, almost 
everybody feels a certain dissatisfaction with the current Japanese 
qualification system, implying that the national examination for Certified 
Care Workers, especially the paper test part, disregards actual knowledge 
needed in practice. On the other hand, almost every stakeholder engaged in 
actual care practice emphasizes that care work should be recognized as a 
specialized profession, and this should be reflected in the system of visa 
statuses as well. Namely, even for the domestic recognition of the profession 
they find it important and right to introduce a constant visa category for care 
work as well, just like for other high professions. 

Opinions about the six months` training period, suggest that it may be 
organized in the home countries as well, but real knowledge has to be 
obtained in the field. A significant concern of many interview subjects is the 
maintenance of a life support system (housing, child care etc.) for future 
foreign colleagues. To construct such a system, past experiences of foreign 
residents in Japan should supply a considerable amount of information. 
Furthermore, all interviewees fear the enormous responsibility and 
authority of the actual host institutions, and the lack of detailed guidelines 
and a reliable supervision system. After the first six months, almost 
everything is up to the morality of the individual institutions, so some worry 
that this may lower the chances of studying and thus of success in the 
national examination for Certified Care Workers. 

Finally, probably the most controversial question is that of home care. 
The framework of the EPA does not allow engagement in home care services, 
only in institutional care. One half of the interview subjects agree with this.  
Policy makers doing so are stating that it may be for the protection of the 
migrant care workers, since working conditions are poorer in home care 
services. Yet, some supporting opinions demonstrate bias and stereotypical 
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thinking, claiming that “there have been many incidents lately including 
foreigners”, or that “foreigners cannot be trusted”, or that “there would be too 
many temptations”. The other half of the questioned find this limitation not 
only discriminative and unjust, but they enthusiastically claim that it clearly 
contradicts recent Japanese long-term care policy having started with the 
introduction of the Long-term Care Insurance, which, as a form of 
adaptation to the aging society, has openly emphasized the importance of 
home care instead of institutional care. There will not bee much use of 
migrant care workers, if they are forbidden to contribute to these new 
tendencies. This aspect is nothing but a waste of capable work force. 
However it also has to be stated, that most Filipino caregivers themselves in 
Japan tend to voluntarily avoid and not to feel confident at all about home 
care services (LFCAJ)15. 

 
5. Concluding remarks and further perspectives 

 
This paper aimed to introduce the tendencies and possibilities of migrant 

care work in Japan. After examining recent policies on migrant labour and 
methods of entry to Japan, a summary of major stakeholder attitudes based 
on empirical inquiry was provided. This last chapter sets out conclusions on 
the most important questions, problems, contradictions concerning the issue 
of foreign care workers; and points out future possibilities, challenges and 
prospects, together with the necessary support of foreign care labour 
contribution to the Japanese care sector. Initially we examine foreign care 
work in general, then the hosting scheme of the economic partnership 
agreements. 

First of all there is the contradiction of not taking foreign care labour 
into consideration in care labour policies. According to provisions examined 
in the second chapter, Japan is going to face serious labour shortages in the 
care sector, with the aging of the port-war baby-boom generation and the 
decrease of young population. In fact it is doubtful that the current long-term 
policy to rely on domestic work force, even with the reintroduction of latent 
licensed care workers (if it miraculously really succeeds), can cope with this 
deficit. At the same time, in reality if not now then in the future foreign care 
workers may represent a considerable possibility, especially in the care of 
generations not having experienced World War II, in other words, in the care 
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of the baby-boom generation, which is the of greatest concern to the 
Japanese long-term care sector. This happens to be in harmony with 
interview data on client attitudes as well. 

The second paradox is the absence of a working visa category for care 
workers, even those with domestic licenses. This contradicts on one hand the 
basic principle of the immigration policy of welcoming a professional work 
force and on the other hand the new plan for increasing the number of 
foreign students and promoting their employment in Japan. At this point, 
there is no way for foreigners to work in Japan in care practice with a 
working visa; not even if someone obtained the highest possible Japanese 
license (the Certified Care Worker, which is considered to be almost equal to 
that for medical nurses), or not even if someone graduated from a Japanese 
university, either undergraduate or graduate level. In cases where there is 
no restriction by visa, like licensed Filipino caregivers, there is no support to 
promote actual employment. Thus for several reasons (Japanese literacy 
problems, discrimination in employment, poor working conditions, low wages, 
private or family matters etc.) only a minority of those actually qualified 
choose care work in the field. Both cases count as a loss of qualified care 
work force contribution to actual care due to ethnical issues. We must not 
forget that in reality considerable Japanese educational resources were 
invested in both cases in the end for nothing. Not to mention that an obvious 
double standard exists, since Japanese nationals, in spite of the public 
promotion of various licenses, can actually easily find employment in care 
even without any qualifications. However, this again is another sign of 
severe labour shortages. 

In the next few paragraphs the paper summarizes the problems in the 
current hosting scheme for Filipino and Indonesian Certified Care Worker 
candidates in the economic partnership agreements (there may be some 
common issues with Medical Nurse candidates but they are basically 
excluded). 

First, according to many, the main problem is the examination 
requirement, or at least the current form of it. The expectations are clearly 
too high if we take into consideration that most of the candidates arrive with 
no Japanese language skills, and after merely half a year of basic training 
they are required to do full time on-the-job-training (OJT). Although they are 
supposed to have wide professional knowledge originally obtained in their 
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home country (in most cases in nurse education not in long-term care), a full 
time OJT probably gives them very few chances to study for the examination, 
or passing it, which means that after four years they have to leave Japan, 
preventing them from contributing to the Japanese care sector for the 
longest possible period. The responsibility of the host institution itself in this 
question is set too high, without strict guidelines for training and education, 
and with a lack of resources for an adequate supervisory and inspection 
system. Institutions applying fro EPA candidates tend to have human 
resource problems in the first place, so not too much can be expected in this 
field. 

Through strict requirements such as the one described above Japan may 
appear as an unpopular choice of destination country for migrant care 
workers in the process of the globalization of care. The EPA system, which 
may result in a situation of making use of the candidates for only four years 
and then getting rid of them after they fail the certificate examination, 
resembles and may hide the same dangers as the Japanese government`s 
Training and Technical Internship Program, which is being criticized in the 
international arena for actually being a form of “human trafficking and 
modern day slavery” (on the problems concerning this program see 外国人研

修生問題ネットワーク, 2006). 
Another defect in the EPA hosting schemes is the prohibition of 

engagement on home care. This is unacceptable not only for 
non-discriminatory and humanitarian reasons, but because it contradicts 
recent tendencies in Japanese care promoting home- and community care, 
hence rejecting the optimal utilization of Certified Care Worker candidates 
from abroad as well. Humanitarian reasons similarly play a role in the 
expressed need for basic life support for candidates, such as housing or child 
care in the future, but at the present, this is unfortunately also a concern of 
rather more foreign residents in Japan. 

Despite the unwelcoming official attitude, actual care workers and 
managers, supervisors of care work tend to carry expectations towards 
migrant care work. As seen in the result of the survey previously introduced, 
people in Japanese care work practice think positively of migrant care 
workers for two reasons: first they think of the inspiration to be gained by 
the introduction or so to say the re-introduction of Confucian values of 
respect towards the elderly to Japanese care practice through the arrival of 
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foreign care workers; as for the second reason, they simply expect obvious 
contribution to solve the problem of labour shortages most being felt on the 
field itself. Medium (prefectural or metropolitan) policy makers see the most 
important task as the preparation of know-how through the EPAs, to be able 
to cope with the acceptance of care work migration in the future, by the time 
it becomes unavoidably necessary. 

Finally, a few words have to be added about the domestic recognition of 
care work as a whole and its license system, since it provides an important 
background to the issue of foreign care workers. As already mentioned, the 
system placing care workers (or at least Certified Care Workers) not under 
medical nurses in hierarchy, but rather on the same level as a different but 
equal profession, is a unique one, with advantages and disadvantages. It 
obviously contributes to service quality, but generates gaps in education and 
employment, as well as gaps between the degree of professional knowledge, 
the actual content of work practice and the level of income of individuals. 
The aim of this paper is not to analyze this situation, but it has to be stated 
that this may be one reason for labour supply deficit, high job separation 
rates and the shocking decline of the number of newly enrolled students at 
schools (universities, colleges, vocational schools etc.) designated for courses 
to obtain Certified Care Worker licenses. This paper`s concern is the paradox, 
whether or to what extent is it ethical or unethical to force this very 
contradictory license system to foreign care workers of the EPAs, knowing 
that while being internationally not only unique but completely 
unrecognized, it already causes several problems (mentioned above) on the 
domestic care work labour market as well. Meanwhile, many care work 
destination and source countries maintain systems and agreements of 
mutual recognition qualifications. Obviously the stress is not only on a 
question of ethics, but on the issue of whether or not Japan, after facing more 
serious care labour shortages in the future, manages to gather foreign care 
workers from abroad in a global arena of competition for care labour. We 
must not forget that almost all advanced nations are predicted to face the 
negative effects of aging society combined with low birth rates. Especially, 
just like Japan itself, advanced countries in the East Asian sphere are 
expected to have to deal with rapid aging and massive population loss 
together with their severe consequences (on global tendencies and host 
schemes of other countries see Bach, 2003 and Buchan, 2003). 
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Last, in connection to the themes dealt with in this paper, a few words on 
future empirical research topics. The empirical part of this paper was based 
on a qualitative interview survey targeting domestic stakeholders providing 
care services. Logically, this makes it necessary for future research to target 
service recipients (clients) and foreign care workers themselves. As for 
research methods, not only interviews but quantitative questionnaires, field 
work methods such as for example nonparticipant observation, or even a 
participant type of research like action research may prove useful. Yet, 
access to the research field may be a problem, exactly because of the 
distrustful and unconfident current attitudes towards foreign care. The lack 
of quantitative data concerning first of all the exact number of foreign 
nationals actually having obtained various licenses or being engaged in real 
care work practice, has been mentioned several times in this paper too, so 
especially the collection of such data seems to be the most worthwhile, but 
unfortunately due to the character of the field the most difficult and 
complicated as well. Such large scale and detailed inquiry may fall under the 
authority of the Japanese national government itself. 

 
 

Notes 
 

1 

This paper is the edited and abridged English version of the author`s 
undergraduate thesis originally submitted to the Department of 
Sociology at the University of Tokyo (ヴィラーグ, 2008). 

2 

Graduate School of Social Services, Japan College of Social Work 
(e-mail: viktor_virag@hotmail.com) 

3 

The detailed outline of the agreements is described in section 3.3. 
4 

Though concluded one year earlier, the Japan-Philippines Economic 
Partnership Agreement is still not ratified in the Philippines and thus 
still not in effect. The reason is diplomatic and political. First, there 
happens to be a dispute over some other articles of the agreement. 
Secondly, while in Indonesia the ratification rights belong to the 
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president in one person, in the Philippines the parliament as a whole has 
to make the decision for ratification. This makes the process slower in 
comparison with the Indonesian agreement. 

5 

The Long-term Insurance started in 2000. For basic outline, see some 
easily understandable quotes from the information website for foreign 
residents in Asaka City, Saitama:  

 
The long-term Care Insurance (kaigo hoken) is a social 

insurance system introduced with the intent of having society 
as a whole share the cost of nursing for the elderly. 

Persons who are 65 years of age or older and persons aged 40 
to 64 who subscribe to a public health insurance plan must 
enroll in the Long-term Care Insurance system. 

[...] 
Prior to receiving any nursing care service, it is necessary to 

undergo screening to determine eligibility and extent of nursing 
care required. 

[...] 
Nursing care services are obtained through professionals 

providing such services, and 10% of the fees must personally be 
borne for services used with the insurance. (Asaka City Office, 
2008) 

6 

Certified Care Worker (kaigo fukushishi) is the highest professional 
qualification for care workers in Japan. Being a national certificate, it is 
widely promoted by the government as a highly specialized professional 
license, not in hierarchy but rather in parallel with the license for 
medical nursing. Yet, in contrast with the latter, it only gives a title, but 
not a monopolistic range of activities. There are two ways to attain the 
certificate. One is to graduate from an educational institution designated 
by the Minister of Health, Labour and Welfare; the other is to pass the 
national exam after 3 years of field experience. 

7 

To calculate the effective ratio of job offers to applicants, the number 
of job offers is divided by the number of job applicants. 
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8 

Home Helper is a qualification for care workers, which can be 
obtained by completing a training course of 50 to 230 hours at an 
educational institution designated by the prefectural governors of Japan. 
Depending on the number of training hours, the degree of the certificate 
varies between 3rd degree to 1st, 2nd being the most common.   

9 

As noted before (6), one way to obtain a Certified Care Worker license 
is to graduate from a designated course. Since many foreign students in 
welfare education attend courses which are designated as such, many 
acquire the certificate automatically at graduation, without any 
examination.  

10 
In fact, to be able to stay in Japan a little longer, visa status other 

than working visa has to be obtained. Marriage to a Japanese national 
could be a choice, but it is not a very realistic option. In reality, some 
students “forcibly” choose to proceed in graduate school. However, 
graduating from master`s course still does not give the right to work as a 
care worker. In this case, most students originally wishing to find 
employment in Japan in the end have to choose employment as educators 
rather than a specific field. 

11 

Other nationalities than Filipinos, may include people from South 
America (mainly of Japanese descendant) and from South-East Asia. In 
fact the Licensed Filipino Caregiver Association in Japan (LFCAJ) plans 
to expand to other nationalities as well, leaving the F in LFCAJ but 
changing it to Foreign from Filipino. Given the care work profession, 
most of them are women trying to find re-employment after child-birth, 
but there are exceptions of men or other generations as well. In rare 
cases, some foreign long-term residents attempting to enter the Japanese 
care labour market may have originally had some kind of qualification or 
even experience in the field in their own country (studied or worked as 
nurses etc.). 

12 

There is no school course in the Indonesian agreement, but since in 
this case education fees are paid by the candidates, not many applicants 
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are expected from the Philippines either. 
13 

According to JICWELS, there are two reasons for the small number of 
applicants and the even smaller number of those accepted. The first, 
rather technical reason, is that the recruitment period was simply too 
short due to administrative procedures for the first time, since the 
ratification process unusually proceeded faster than originally expected. 
The second reason is gender oriented. There were many mismatches, 
since while Japanese institutions tended to offer places for female 
trainees, there were a considerable number of male nurses applying from 
Indonesia. In the end about one third of the some 300 applicant nurses 
had to be rejected this time, and finally 104 were accepted for each 
course (nursing and caring).  

14 

The Council of Social Welfare (shakyo) is a nation wide organization 
in Japan. It was originally a private charity organization founded with 
government help. With its widely spread local network, now the 
organization`s main objective is declared to be “the promotion of 
community welfare”. 

15 

The fourth chapter summarized the findings of an attitude survey 
conducted by the author, which targeted the most important 
stakeholders on the service provider side. Only some indirect 
implications were made on the opinion of the service recipient side. 
However, two questionnaire surveys can be mentioned in connection with 
clients` attitudes. Both of them state that the Japanese population 
divides almost clearly to half-half, whether to introduce foreign care 
workers, together with some hesitating opinions. The number ranges 
between 40-60% in younger generations (20) to 60-70% over 70. The top 
three concerns of Japanese citizens are Japanese communications skills, 
knowledge of culture and society, and finally professional and technical 
skills.  Despite the differences in target groups and research methods, 
these results show similarities with those found in the interview survey 
presented in this paper (for further details see 内閣府大臣官房政府広報

室, 2000 and 直井, 2004). 
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