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Abstract
This master thesis explores the critical role of midwives within the healthcare system of Osaka, Japan. Focusing on cultural, educational, and professional challenges faced by midwives in this region, the study examines how midwifery practices align with Japan’s unique healthcare policies and societal expectations. Through a combination of qualitative analysis and case studies from Osaka hospitals, this thesis highlights opportunities for innovation in midwifery to address rising maternal health demands while respecting traditional Japanese values.
Introduction
Okinawa Prefecture is renowned for its unique cultural heritage and vibrant community life, but the city of Osaka, located in the Kansai region of Japan, presents a distinct context for midwifery. As Japan’s second-largest metropolitan area, Osaka combines rapid urbanization with deep-rooted traditions that shape healthcare practices. Midwives in Osaka play a pivotal role in bridging modern medical advancements with cultural expectations surrounding childbirth and maternal care. This thesis investigates how midwives navigate these dynamics to provide holistic care to pregnant women, while also addressing systemic challenges such as language barriers, staffing shortages, and the integration of foreign midwives into Japan’s healthcare framework.
Historical Background of Midwifery in Japan
Midwifery in Japan has evolved significantly over the past century. Historically, childbirth was primarily managed by family members or traditional birth attendants until the 1960s, when modern midwifery education and certification were formalized under Japan’s Ministry of Health. Today, midwives in Osaka are licensed professionals who work closely with obstetricians to ensure safe deliveries and postnatal care. However, the role of midwives in Japan remains distinct from that in Western countries, where they often function as primary caregivers during pregnancy and childbirth.
Current State of Midwifery in Osaka
In Osaka, midwives are employed across public and private hospitals, clinics, and community health centers. The city’s population of over 8.7 million includes a diverse mix of local residents and international migrants, which has increased the demand for multilingual midwifery services. Despite this growth, Osaka faces challenges such as a shortage of certified midwives due to high workloads and low wages compared to other healthcare professions. Additionally, the aging population in Japan has placed greater emphasis on preventive care and postpartum support for older mothers.
Cultural Considerations for Midwives in Osaka
Cultural sensitivity is paramount for midwives working in Osaka. Japanese patients often prioritize respect, privacy, and non-intrusive communication during medical interactions. Midwives must balance these expectations with evidence-based practices such as encouraging active labor participation and minimizing unnecessary interventions. For example, Japan’s high cesarean section rate (approximately 25% in 2023) contrasts with the global trend toward natural births, requiring midwives to educate patients on informed decision-making while respecting local norms.
Education and Certification for Midwives in Japan
Becoming a midwife in Japan requires completion of a four-year undergraduate program at an accredited university, followed by national licensing exams. In Osaka, institutions such as Osaka Prefecture University offer specialized courses on Japanese maternal health policies and traditional birthing customs. However, foreign midwives seeking to work in Japan must undergo additional training to meet the standards set by the Japanese Society of Midwifery (JSOM), which emphasizes cultural competence and adherence to local regulations.
Challenges Faced by Midwives in Osaka
Key challenges include:
· Limited Autonomy: Midwives in Japan often operate under the supervision of obstetricians, limiting their ability to make independent clinical decisions.
· Workplace Stress: High patient-to-midwife ratios and long working hours contribute to burnout among midwives in Osaka hospitals.
· Cultural Barriers: Foreign midwives may struggle with language proficiency or misunderstandings about Japanese healthcare etiquette.
Innovations in Midwifery Practice
To address these challenges, innovative approaches are being explored in Osaka. For example, some hospitals have introduced mentorship programs pairing experienced midwives with new graduates to improve retention rates. Additionally, digital health tools such as AI-powered prenatal monitoring systems are being trialed to reduce the administrative burden on midwives and enhance patient care.
Case Study: Midwifery in Osaka’s Public Hospitals
A case study of Osaka City General Hospital highlights how midwives collaborate with obstetricians to provide culturally sensitive care. The hospital’s midwifery department has implemented a policy requiring all staff to complete cultural competency training, which includes understanding Japanese attitudes toward pregnancy and postpartum mental health. This initiative has improved patient satisfaction scores and reduced unnecessary interventions.
Conclusion
The role of midwives in Osaka, Japan, is both vital and complex. As the city continues to grow and diversify, midwives must adapt to evolving healthcare needs while honoring Japan’s cultural traditions. This thesis underscores the importance of investing in midwifery education, addressing systemic challenges such as staffing shortages, and promoting policies that empower midwives as key players in maternal health outcomes. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies tracking the impact of policy changes on midwife well-being and patient satisfaction in Osaka.
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