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Research on health disparities among ethnic and racial minority populations strongly supports the 

conclusion that these populations are more vulnerable to poor outcomes than majority populations 

during emergencies. The likelihood of poor downstream health and well-being outcomes for 

vulnerable minorities like migrants are conceptualized by the social determinants of health (Bhala et 

al., 2020; Hayward et al., 2021). While governments implemented various measures to combat the 

recent novel coronavirus pandemic, historically migrant communities have been marginalized in 

health policy (Andrulis et al., 2007; Orcutt et al., 2020). A 2018 review of pandemic influenza 

preparedness plans from 21 national governments in Asia found that only 3 (14%) mentioned migrants 

at all, yet 18 (85%) described border restrictions (Wickramage et al., 2018). Japan was not included 

in that review but the 2018 National Action Plan for Pandemic Influenza and New Infectious Diseases 

in Japan shows a similar trend in reference to migrants. The plan refers to “citizens” 135 times, 

“residents” 35 times and “foreigners” only twice (once about providing timely information and once 

about border restrictions) (Office for Pandemic Influenza and New Infection Diseases Preparedness 

and Response; Cabinet Secretariat, 2017). Despite being a high-income country and a leader in 

universal health coverage, it is unclear to what extent, and exactly how, data on health outcomes for 

migrants are being monitored on a large scale. 

 

In other countries with diverse populations, the COVID-19 pandemic strengthened the basis for 

secondary data-based research on health equity. For example, large comparative studies from the US 

(Khanijahani et al., 2020), UK (Mathur et al., 2021) and Canada (Passos-Castilho et al., 2022) found 

various levels of increased risk of healthcare resource use when health data was disaggregated by 

either patient ethnicity or ‘foreign-born’ status. Such kind of comparative data is very rarely presented 

in Japan and the closest proxy variable to ethnicity or foreign-born status, in Japanese statistics, is 

‘nationality’. Clearly, nationality is a much rougher measure of ‘foreignness’ that excludes naturalized 



citizens, post-first generation immigrants and the children of some international marriages. Even still, 

there are few large-scale surveys of the general population in Japan that collect nationality, especially 

for health-related data. 

 

The limited ability to analyze large-scale data with fit-for-purpose variables of foreign background are 

a structural impediment to understanding the well-being of this growing population in Japan vis-à-vis 

the majority Japanese population. In this presentation I will present the limited examples of 

comparative health outcomes (including COVID-19) published by local governments, the national 

government and academics. By examining the problems with the paucity of existing research on 

minority healthy equity in Japan, and the purported reasons for limiting collection, I hope to underline 

the importance of inclusive statistical design as part of structurally including non-Japanese in society. 

Rethinking the types of data that can best inform evidence-based policy-making will be key to 

designing real world solutions for the needs of a diversifying population. 
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Abstract 

1. Background 

Japan is moving into a new era of immigration. The Revised Immigration Act of 2019 launched the 

new Specified Skill Worker (tokutei gino) visa status, in effect an extension of the technical intern 

trainee (gino jishusei) status. As a response to intensifying labor shortages driven by Japan’s declining 

population, the Act represents a de facto opening of the country to unskilled workers. The foreign 

workers on these visas come from Asian nations such as Vietnam, the Philippines, Indonesia and 

China, and are employed in mainly blue-collar work in fourteen industries, including construction, 

manufacturing, food processing and agriculture. The rapid increase in the number of Specified Skill 

Worker visa holders is striking, rising from 5,000 in April 2020 to 50,000 in December 2021 

(Immigration Services Agency of Japan, 2021).  

 

The length of stay of such foreign workers is also at a turning point. Permanent residency has only 

been an option for a small section of these foreign workers up until now, but in November 2021 the 

government announced that it was considering extending the Specified Skill Worker program to allow 

visa-holders working in all 14 applicable occupational groups to eventually apply for permanent 

residency (‘Japan mulls more areas of skilled foreign workers’, 2021). Should this proposal be 

implemented, foreign workers employed as technical intern trainees and specified skill workers are 

likely to become a more permanent presence in Japanese blue-collar businesses and local communities. 

For this reason, their social integration into Japanese society is an urgent issue. However, as the 

government continues to deny the existence of any immigration policy, public debate on social 

integration of foreign workers has been limited, making it difficult for scholars to explore the field in 

any depth. Quantitative methods have long been used to obtain valuable information on general trends 

in opinion toward foreign residents, including recent extensive quantitative studies on the way foreign 

residents are viewed by the Japanese public (Kage, Rosenbluth & Tanaka, 2021; Korekawa, 2019; 

Nagayoshi, 2021; Park, Berry, & Joshanloo, 2022). However, there are very few in-depth qualitative 



studies on the rationale and reasoning behind the answers given in large-scale surveys. For this reason, 

little is known about how migrants are being received in the workplaces and communities where they 

work and live. 

 

2. Overview of research project 

Against this backdrop, this research aims to investigate the feelings and expectations that Japanese 

workers hold toward their technical intern trainee co-workers, as well as the relationships that are 

forming between the two groups. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 

Japanese workers who work alongside technical intern trainees from Vietnam, Indonesia, Myanmar 

and China at four seafood processing companies in Ishinomaki City, Miyagi Prefecture. Questionnaire 

surveys were also completed by the Japanese participants on their expectations regarding the 

acculturation of trainees and other foreign residents in Japan. Interviews were also conducted with 

around twenty technical intern trainees, to verify findings from the Japanese worker interview data. 

The research questions in this project are as follows: 

1. What kind of feelings do Japanese workers have toward their technical intern trainee co-workers? 

2. What kind of relationships do Japanese workers have with their technical intern trainee colleagues 

at work and outside of work? 

3. How do Japanese workers expect foreign residents to adapt to life in Japan? 

The overarching aim of this study is to understand whether the Japanese workers surveyed have 

welcoming or non-welcoming attitudes toward their technical trainee co-workers. Findings to date are 

presented here, divided into the three areas of ‘Feelings’, ‘Relationships’ and ‘Expectations’. This 

exploratory case study of a relatively unexplored demographic has uncovered family-type relations 

between Japanese and trainee workers in the workplace, a lack of relationship development outside of 

the workplace, and a common perception of migrant integration as a one-way process tending toward 

assimilation.   
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Since the 1990s, Japan has included ‘human security’ as one of its pillars of foreign policy and as one 

of the objectives of its foreign aid. Strengthening Japan’s role in the international community as a 

promoter of peacebuilding and international development, the Japanese government has actively 

emphasized on the provision of human security abroad. At the same time, the domestic policies 

regarding the issue of foreign workers, such as that of technical trainees and the 2018 policy change 

of specified skilled workers, appear to be at odds with the external promotion of human security.  

This paper aims to analyze the issue of foreign workers’ acceptance in Japan using the human 

security framework, that of freedom from fear and want and protection of people from threats, and in 

relation to Japan’s policy and active promotion. It aims to explain the dichotomy that exists between 

the external policy promotion and the lack of application of the same principles when it comes to the 

acceptance and treatment of foreign workers coming to Japan. The paper begins by a conceptual 

understanding of the human security framework and the Japanese model of human security, before 

moving on to explain the acceptance and approach towards foreign workers in the country and its 

human security issues, and then argues for the expansion and application of the human security 

framework for migrant workers inside Japan.  

The core principle of human security essentially blurs the distinction “between internal and 

external security”, therefore several scholars have argued for the integration of the human security 



approach “from those dealing with human rights and humanitarian concerns to those with security and 

those with development” (Muguruza, 2017), and have stated that human security offers a better 

approach to address the problems and issues in migration than the state-security model (Vietti and 

Scribner, 2013). Moreover, the essential logic behind the concept demands “including the excluded’ 

and in “identifying the rights at stake in a particular situation” (Commission on Human Security, 2003).  

When it comes to Japan, despite the active promotion of the concept abroad, a criticism has been 

that it “has become a tool of differentiation: it represents ‘what Japan is doing or ought to be doing 

externally’ but the government has neglected how the concept can be applied domestically” (Tana, 

2015). In fact, Nik Hynek uses the term of ie (home) domopolitics in critiquing Japan’s human security 

approach as the analytical separation between the ‘international’ and the ‘domestic’ aspects of 

Japanese human security, which he says rests upon the relationship between citizenship, state and 

territory (Hynek, 2012).  

Japan has been accepting foreign workers in practice since the 1980s in a number of industries, 

through various side-door approaches and, since the 2018 policy change, many of the workers are 

being directly accepted through the main door, owing to the labor shortage. The current issues of 

foreign workers, especially those considered lower skilled, include labor rights violations and human 

rights issues of technical interns, different treatment in terms of restrictions on changing employers or 

bringing families among several others, are indicative of the larger problem of how foreign workers 

are envisaged and accepted in Japan.  

When it comes to human security as a framework, not just the international or citizenship side 

must be analyzed, but it is also important that the domestic application of the concept is also studied, 

expanded, and applied. In this regard, the Japanese human security emphasis on ‘freedom from want’ 



is not just applicable but much needed on the domestic governance of migrant workers. The paper, 

therefore, argues that the human security framework should not just be limited to an ‘external’ foreign 

and international aid policy or for the projection of Japan’s image as a promoter of international 

development and peace, but it is also useful to incorporate human security into the ‘internal’ domestic 

and labor policy regarding acceptance and treatment of foreign workers, in order to truly realize the 

aims of the framework as a ‘people’ centric approach.  
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