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The Transition to Hospital Births
— Factors Behind the Change in Caregivers at Childbirth —

Emiko SUZUI
(Accepted Nov. 20, 2006)
Key words : the change in caregivers at childbirth, hospital births, government polices
Abstract

In Japan, the transition from traditional midwifery to hospital births took place largely over three
decades beginning in 1945. Below are the government policies and regulations that shaped maternal
health care.

In the early 1960’ s, the national health care system instituted universal coverage, and public financing
for medical institutions encouraged the establishment of private obstetric hospitals. Furthermore, a
government directive in 1962 required midwife-run facilities to be affiliated with a physician. The number
of midwives fell drastically, as those who could not fulfill this requirement were forced out of practice.

The number of practicing midwives also decreased in 1966, an unlucky year for giving birth. Many
families avoided pregnancy, resulting in approximately 462,000 fewer births. Many midwives of marginal
financial standing closed their practices that year.

The Maternal and Child Health Act further propelled the decline of midwifery by requiring that
pregnant women see a physician for regular antenatal care, and establishing a committee to implement
its recommendations throughout Japan. The government emphasized the risks attending childbirth and
encouraged the public to visit one of the growing numbers of obstetricians in a clinic and hospital. All

of these factors together have irreversibly changed the typical childbirth experience in Japan.
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