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Improving reproductive health

Impact Objectives
• Explore sexual and reproductive health and rights issues of migrant women

• Review the contraceptive prevalence in the migrants’ home countries and in Japan

• Compare availability and cost of contraceptive options

Professor Masako Tanaka is a passionate advocate for one of the Sustainable Development Goals in regards to 
achieving gender equality and empowerment for all women and girls, with a particular focus on migrants

What sparked your 
interest in your 
current research 
topic?

I am not a medical 
expert, but I have 

experience working in primary health and 
gender-based violence issues in South Asia 
and Africa from 1995 to 2009. During that 
time, I came to learn about the variety of 
contraceptive devices available in those 
regions. In contrast to that, the condom 
is the only option in Japan. After coming 
back to Japan in 2009, I became a volunteer 
interpreter for migrants and began research 
on migrants in Japan in 2014. Through this 
work I came to realise how migrant women 
face problems with access to contraceptive 
devices and with unplanned pregnancies.

Part of your work involved a review of the 
contraceptive prevalence in the migrants’ 
home countries and in Japan, as well as 
a comparison of availability and cost of 
contraceptive options. What did you learn 
from these studies?

One of the things I learned was how people 
try to solve their own problems, such as 
asking friends or relatives to send medicines 
from their home countries via postal 
services (despite this being prohibited). 
Such medicines are not always the best 
option, which is obviously a problem. It 
is also difficult for women to take these 
medicines correctly without a doctor’s 
supervision. As a result, some of them 
experience sickness or incomplete abortions 
as a result of unplanned pregnancies.

You also undertook a case study looking 
at the situation for a Nepalese migrant 
woman in Japan. What did you learn from 
this?

It is important for my studies that I am 
able to see diversity among migrants. 
The knowledge, practices and behaviours 
of each migrant are guided by a variety 
of factors, such as their educational 
background or place of origin. Therefore, 
the problems of migrants from one 
country are not the same as those of 
migrants from another. It is essential 
that service providers can have this in 
mind and ensure they meet a wide range 
of differing needs. This is challenging 
for the host communities as well as the 
different groups of migrants. Case studies 
are an important means of acquiring 
factual information as opposed to general 
assumptions that are not always helpful.

How have you overcome some of the 
different challenges you have faced in your 
research? 

COVID-19 has presented challenges to 
everyone, not just me. Not only migrants, 
but women in many parts of the world 
have been suffering from unplanned 
and unexpected pregnancies due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Perversely, this 
has resulted in an increased interest in 
my research. The pandemic has meant I 
cannot engage in participatory methods, 
such as organising workshops to raise 
awareness. In Japan, I have already 
switched my activities to online. I have 
also postponed my field research in source 

countries, such as Vietnam and Nepal. If 
my local partners agree with my proposal, I 
hope to continue this research using online 
surveys in the near future.

How important is the support you receive 
to the research?

I do not collaborate as an institution, but 
as an individual I have received support 
from both medical and non-medical 
scholars from as far afield as China, 
Vietnam, Nepal, Myanmar and Indonesia. 
Their input is vital to my studies - without 
this support it would be impossible for me 
to overcome language barriers and gain 
an understanding for the different cultural 
contexts.  l

Reproductive health education kit used in a nursing 
college in rural Nepal
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Masako Tanaka is a researcher based 
within the Faculty of Global Studies at 
Sophia University in Japan. Her work is 
focused on ensuring that women are given 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services in Japan. Importantly, part of 
her studies are focused on migrants and 
including them in these considerations in 
a bid to uphold one of the most important 
aspects of the Sustainable Development 
Goals: that no one is left behind.

EXPECTATION AND REALITY
In the course of her studies, Tanaka has 
learned several interesting points. ‘Most 
migrants in Japan anticipate higher 
standards of healthcare and medical 
services than those of their countries of 
origin,’ she highlights. ‘However, in terms 
of contraceptives and abortion services, 

fewer options are available because the 
Japanese government has not approved 
injectable and implantable contraceptives 
listed as essential medicines by the World 
Health Organization.’

Many migrant women in Japan cannot use 
contraceptive devices that they are familiar 
with in their home countries. Tanaka’s 
research has illustrated the gap between 
migrants’ expectations before migration and 
the reality of the situation - which is mostly 
one of disappointment - after migration. It 
is something that Tanaka hopes to address 
through the course of her studies.

POSITIVE CHANGES
One example is when a migrant might lose 
residential status because of pregnancy of 
childbirth. There was a case of a Vietnamese 
student becoming pregnant while studying in 
Japan. She was expelled as a result and was 
therefore unable to extend her legal status 
as a student, meaning she eventually had to 
return to Vietnam to give birth. Conversely, 
if a Japanese student becomes pregnant, 
graduation from university is still possible, 
provided the mother can earn credits after 
childbirth. Clearly, something needs to 
change to ensure that all students - and 
people in general - are granted the same 
rights irrespective of their status.

‘Sexual and reproductive health and rights 
should entitle individuals to get pregnant, 
give birth and access contraception and 

abortion services regardless of their faith, 
religion, age, gender or marital status,’ 
observes Tanaka. She is still collecting data, 
which has been made more difficult in 
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, but 
the hope is that her work will significantly 
contribute to positive change in the near 
future. 

Tanaka aims to continue to highlight the 
plight of migrants to help change the current 
rules in Japan. By changing the rules in 
Japan, she hopes to not only make positive 
changes to the lives of migrant women, but 
also to Japanese women. Transforming the 
reproductive health scenario in Japan would 
benefit everybody.  l

Understanding migrants’ 
access to health services

A researcher based within the Faculty of Global Studies at Sophia University is investigating migrants’ access to 
sexual and reproductive health services before and after migration to Japan
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a development practitioner and a certified 
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Sexual and reproductive health and rights should 
entitle individuals to get pregnant, give birth and access 
contraception and abortion services regardless of their 
faith, religion, age, gender or marital status
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