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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to understand the im- 
pact of childbirth and the experience of fatherhood 
on Japanese men in Japan and a foreign country. De- 
scriptive phenomenology was used to study a total of 
14 Japanese men who attended childbirth and ex- 
perienced parenting in the United States and Japan. 
The Colaizzi method of data analysis was used to 
analyze responses to open-ended questions. Responses 
to these questions showed several similarities between 
the two groups of men. First, men in both countries 
felt closer to with their spouses having gone through 
the experience of childbirth together. Second, both 
groups nevertheless recognized a strong bond be- 
tween mother and the baby, leading them to feel at 
times isolated. Third, both groups were concerned 
about their wives’ emotional swings during preg- 
nancy and child rearing. Finally, both groups were 
more focused on their wives and babies than them- 
selves. There were also several interesting differences. 
Japanese men who were living in Hawaii were more 
involved in taking care of their children and in help- 
ing with household chores than those living in Japan. 
This was due to living in a more family-oriented soci- 
ety, as well as a result of limited support from their 
extended families back in Japan. A result of spending 
more time with their wives and babies was that Japa- 
nese men in the United States understood more fully 
the stress of childcare. On the other hand, due to Ja- 
pan’s work-oriented society, men in Japan relied 
more on support from their extended families, leaving 
them less time with their wives and children. This 
study clearly shows that social support systems alter 
gender roles and behavior, leading to significant dif- 
ferences in the experience of parenthood in Japan 
and a foreign country.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Family roles have changed across the globe in the last 
few decades with men taking on much more of the re- 
sponsibility for child rearing, including contributing to 
household management. In Japan, men have traditionally 
been the breadwinners. This boundary became a symbol 
of masculinity for Japanese men with each generation 
being raised to maintain this order. In the cultural tradi- 
tions surrounding childbirth, men were outsiders. Japa- 
nese have a distinct childbirth custom called “satogaeri 
bunben” that allows pregnant women to be treated with 
special care [1]. “Satogaeri bunben” means that pregnant 
women return to their family homes for the delivery and 
then stay with their families to get sufficient support, 
resting physically and psychologically for a few months 
after childbirth. During this period, expectant fathers or 
new fathers are separated from their new families for 
several months. Recently, women’s participation in the 
workforce has increased so that Japanese men have been 
forced to alter the traditional role of father by increasing 
their participation in the nuclear families [2]. Therefore, 
attending childbirth has recently become more popular 
among Japanese men [3,4]. However, the tradition of 
“satogaeri bunben” is still widely practiced. It is not easy 
for young fathers to change such customs, for they are 
confronted by gender roles that are deeply rooted in 
Japanese social structure. [5]. Conversely, in American 
society, fathers have become routine participants in labor, 
delivery, and child rearing, with birth being a time when 
men are most receptive to being involved in the lives of 
their children [6]. In addition, after childbirth, they play a 
crucial role in being active childcare participants [7]. 
When Japanese men who were born and raised in Japan 
become fathers in the United States, how does the re- 
sponsibility of having a new family with limited support 
affect their gender role? How do they grow and change 
through the experience of parenthood and under the in- 
fluence of other cultural norms? The purpose of this 
study was to use a comparative approach to understand 
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the impact of fatherhood on Japanese men in Japan and a 
foreign country.  

2. METHODS 

The research design of this study was descriptive, using a 
phenomenological approach [8]. The goal was to obtain 
an understanding of the meaning of the lived experience 
of childbirth and parenting in a foreign country and Ja- 
pan, focusing particularly on a comparative view of 
Japanese men in Japan and the United States. The inclu- 
sion criteria for Japanese men was that they were born 
and raised in Japan, that they have attended childbirth, 
that they be experiencing parenting for the first time, and 
that they have a living child around 1 year of age and a 
Japanese partner. This study was conducted after receiv- 
ing ethical approval from IRB of the University of Ha- 
waii at Manoa and Kyoto University. 

Participants were identified through word of mouth 
from participants of a previous study [9] and the social 
net work. Sample size was determined by consideration 
of obtaining maximum information and to reach satura- 
tion on the phenomenon under study [10]. All interviews 
were conducted using an open-ended, in-depth interview 
under IC recording. The researcher began each interview 
with the following question. “Tell me about your ex- 
perience of becoming a father. What was the best and/or 
most challenging part of becoming a father?” Each inter- 
view lasted 45 minutes to an hour and took place in a 
location that was the most comfortable and convenient 
for the participants. The analysis used Colaizzi method 
[11] as well as the computer software NVIVO 8. All IC 
records of interviews were transcribed and analyzed ac- 
cording to the procedure for the analysis of written pro- 
tocols by Colaizzi in Table 1. 

3. FINDINGS 

For Japanese men in the United States, interviews were 
conducted in Honolulu. The sample size was 9. The av- 
erage age was 38 years. The length of stay in Hawaii was 
1.6 to 27 years. Reasons for coming to Hawaii and aca- 
demic backgrounds are shown on Table 2. For Japanese 
men in Japan, interviews were conducted in Kyoto. The 
sample size was 5. The average age was 31.3 years, 
which is the average age for Japanese men to become 
fathers. Academic backgrounds are shown on Table 2. 
All the wives of participants in Japan practiced “sato- 
gaeri-bunben” for about one month.  

By comparing the impact of parenthood on Japanese 
men in Japan and the United States, this study found un- 
expected emotional similarities and behavioral differ- 
ences between the two groups. Emotional similarities 
involved the following: both groups of men felt a strong 
bond with their spouses having together experienced  

Table 1. Data analysis steps of Colaizzi method. 

Data analysis steps 

1) reading each participant’s description in order to acquire a feeling 
for him 

2) extracting significant statements from the transcription regarding 
the research question 

3) formulating meanings, trying to spell out the meaning of each  
significant statement, asking the participant again to make sure of 
uncertain meaning 

4) making themes from the meaning 

5) grouping similar themes into theme clusters and then into theme 
categories 

6) integrating the results into an exhaustive description of the  
investigated topic 

7) returning to each participant for the final validating step and asking 
them about the findings. 

 
Table 2. Profiles of both Japanese men in Japan and the USA. 

Japanese men in the USA Japanese men in Japan 

Data collection: 2007-2008 Data collection: 2009 

Place: Honolulu Place: Kyoto, Japan 

Sample: 9 Sample: 5 

Average age: 38 years (31 - 48) Average age: 31.3 years (24 - 43)

Length of stay in Hawaii:  
Median 4.5 years (1.6 - 27)  

 

Reasons for coming to Hawaii 
 Their jobs (5) 
 Study abroad (4) 

Satogaeri bunben (5) 
Length of satogaeri bunben:  
one month 

Academic background 
 High school education (2) 
 University degree (3) 
 Graduate degree (4) 

Academic background 
 2 years college (2) 
 University degree (3) 

 
childbirth for the first time, and both groups were also 
awed by the strength of their wives and came to hold a 
general respect for women who had gone through child-
birth and parenting. 

Despite feeling a closer to their spouses, both groups 
also recognized a strong bond between mother and baby, 
leading them to experience feelings of isolation. Other 
similarities include both groups being concerned about 
their wives’ emotional swings during their pregnancy. 
Finally, the men in both groups began to focus more on 
their wives and babies than themselves. The followings 
are among the most significant statements. 

“After giving birth, I always think that fathers can 
never take the place of mothers, even if they have the 
strongest will. It was a very good opportunity for me to 
attend childbirth. I now am able to respect my wife and 
even other women who give birth.” 
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“It is precious for me to have overcome a difficult 
situation (during pregnancy, childbirth and child rearing) 
with my wife, isn’t it? By having my own child, I realized 
that I grew from a child into a real adult.” 

Another significant statement for their wives’ emo- 
tional swings:  

“She doesn’t have anyone to talk to during the day. My 
son could not speak yet. I have to become an outlet for 
her complaints when I return home because she has been 
alone all day.” 

Fathers who responded with such comments tried to 
listen to their wives’ complaints and make them feel 
comfortable at the end of day by giving them emotional 
support. 

Differences between the two groups of men were also 
evident. In Japan, men live in a work-oriented society 
with only limited involvement with parenting. They typ- 
ically rely on their own extended family. In particular, 
the maternal family is more willing to help with, for ex- 
ample, satogaeri-bunben. Men tended to be left out of the 
childbirth environment. After finishing satogaeri and 
returning to their own homes, women played the central 
role in family life as husbands were limited in the 
amount of time they could spend with their family. It was 
only on weekends when they could spend more time with 
their family at home. The followings are the most proper 
significant statements. 

“On weekdays, I can see only his cute sleeping face 
before going to work. When I return to home, it is a time 
for him to sleep. As a result, at the most, I can look at 
him and hug him only shortly.”  

“If we don’t have support from our family and others, 
I have to be involved myself into child rearing. We are so 
happy to now have such a comfortable environment with 
their support.” 

On the other hand, in the United States, men live in a 
family-oriented society. Men were more involved in tak- 
ing care of their families because of limited support from 
their extended families and due to the practice of early 
discharge from hospitals. They supported their family by 
taking parental leave and also working more flexible 
hours. For this reason, they could spend more time with 
their families at home. Women were totally dependent on 
their husbands, with the result that men actually played 
central roles in their families. The following are proper 
significant statements. 

“It is very good for me to be living in Hawaii, to work 
a flexible schedule and to also gain social support here, 
some men also take parental leave. It is a very nice soci- 
ety to be concerned with the welfare of a family”.  

“It is normal here that co-workers go straight home 
after working. By following them, I became increasingly 
interested in my wife. So, I was able to spend the rest of 
the day with my family”.  

4. DISCUSSION 

Figure 1 is a conceptual map of the emotional and be- 
havioral differences between men and women. It shows 
that while women become more introverted during preg- 
nancy and following childbirth [12], men become nerv-
ous with their wives’ emotional swings and the stress of 
childcare. In addition, while feeling at the time isolated 
from their families, they become increasingly concerned 
for wives and babies. As a result, even while feeling iso-
lated men from both groups attempted to draw close to 
their wives and children.  

Figure 2 illustrates behavioral differences between the 
two groups of men. The differences between Japanese 
fathers in the United States and Japan are clear. Japanese 
wives in the United States relied on their husbands while  
 

 
Figure 1. A conceptual map of the emotional and behavioral 
differences between men and women: While women become 
more introverted during pregnancy and following childbirth, 
men become increasingly concerned for wives and babies. 
 

 

Figure 2. The different family relationships between Japan and 
the United States: Japanese wives in the United States relied on 
their husbands while Japanese wives in Japan relied on their 
maternal family members by social structure. 
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Figure 3. The different processes of becoming a father between 
two groups Japanese men who lived in the United States were 
more involved in parenting. Therefore, they had a better under- 
standing of the stress of childcare. 
 
Japanese wives in Japan relied on their maternal family 
members. This and other differences are tied to social 
structure (family-oriented society vs. work-oriented so- 
ciety), healthcare systems (early discharge from hospital), 
family structure (support system), and childbirth customs 
(satogaeri-bunben) [13]. 

Figure 3 shows how Japanese men who were born and 
raised in Japan followed different behavior patterns when 
living in the United States. When both groups became 
fathers, they felt similarly concerned about their wives 
and babies, but showed different behavior depending on 
the country where they were living. Japanese men who 
lived in the United States were more involved in parent- 
ing. Therefore, they had a better understanding of the 
stress of childcare through their involvement with their 
children, and they recognized that parenting should be 
shared with their wives because it contributes not only to 
producing a richer life, but also reduces their wives’ 
stress [14]. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The behavioral differences were clearly evident between 
Japanese fathers in Japan and the United States, with 
systems of social support and social structure easily 
changing gender roles and behaviors. It is important that 
healthcare providers emphasize to expectant parents the 
satisfaction of sharing parenting by supporting each other 
and establishing their new life, together.  
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