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Various efforts have been made, such as setting up a child care 
center on campus, encouraging female faculty members to take 
maternity leave or child-raising leave, and promoting the intro-
duction of the female faculty members’ tenured track system to 
be financed by the Special Coordination Funds for Promoting Sci-
ence and Technology. Supported by these measures, the environ-
ment has been improving. Nevertheless, when compared to 
other countries, the percentage of female researchers does not 
seem to have improved as much as expected.

Chronological change in the percentage of female 
faculty members to university teaching staff

In Japan, the percentage of female faculty members to university 
teaching staf f has been steadily growing. Table 1 shows the 
chronological change over 25 years from 1985 to last year (2009). 
In this period, the percentage of female lecturers or higher ranks 
has increased 2.65 times from 6.3% to 16.7%. Looking at the 
change over the last nine years from 2000, or the year after the 
establishment of the Basic Act for a Gender-Equal Society (here-
after “the Basic Act") in 1999, the total number of lecturers or 
higher ranks (the sum of the corresponding males and females) 
increased by 17,288, of which 9,011 was attributed to the increase 
in the number of females. This means that females accounted for 
as much as 52% of the increase. Meanwhile, looking at the 
change over the 15 years from 1985 to 2000, or, in other words, 
the period before the Basic Act, the total number increased by 
34,157, of which only 7,820 or 23% was attributed to the increase 
in the number of females. This comparison indicates that the 
momentum of promoting women has been building since the 
establishment of the Basic Act. 

If we assume that it takes about 10 years for an average faculty 
member to be promoted from the position of Lecturer to Associ-
ate Professor and then to Professor, it is conceivable that the 
number of females who were promoted during the period from 
2000 to 2009 at least rivaled the number of the corresponding 
males for the same period in light of the following chronological 
change: The percentage of female lecturers was 18.8% in 2000 
while the percentage of female professors was 12.0% in 2009. We 
can say that the percentage of female faculty members to univer-
sity teaching staff has been steadily growing.

Global trends

The American Institute of Physics has a female physicists’ sec-
tional committee called “Women in Physics” to implement vari-
ous programs which are designed to encourage females aspiring 
to become physicists or professional females in the field of phys-
ics. Articles on women’s social advancement also appear on an 

ongoing basis in their in-house journal “Physics Today.” Natu-
rally, their activity aims to enhance the percentage of female 
physicists as one of their goals, but an interesting ar ticle 
appeared in the above-mentioned journal a few years ago. It was 
an article written by a female researcher, raising the following 
questions: Why do we need to increase the percentage of 
females? Will the higher percentage of females contribute to 
higher quality physics? She pointed out that the obsession with a 
mere figure of the higher percentage might result in a deteriora-
tion of the quality of academics. The point to keep in mind here 
may be that it matters whether opportunities for recruitment and 
advancement as faculty members or researchers are equal irre-
spective of race or gender. If advancement opportunities are not 
the same, then this is a big problem that needs to be addressed 
immediately. 

As shown in Table 1, the percentage of female scientists has 
been steadily growing in Japan. When compared to other coun-
tries, however, the percentage is surprisingly low (Table 2). 

It has been long known that the percentage of female scientists 
is high in Latin countries, but the percentage in Japan is quite 
low, even compared to UK (Anglo-Saxon) or Germany (Ger-
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manic). Actually, in terms of such female participation, Japan 
stands at the lowest level among developed countries. The per-
centage of female researchers has more than doubled over the 
past 20 years in Japan, but it might still be considered as abnor-
mally low.

Obstacles to achieving a higher percentage of female 
researchers in Japan

Doctoral course students are potential researchers, and in this 
sense they can be regarded as research resources. Therefore, a 
clue as to how to increase the percentage of female researchers 
should be found in association with the percentage of female 

postdoctorals. Table 3 shows the percentage of female doctoral 
course graduates by major, each calculated on the basis of data 
about all doctoral course graduates released in December 2009. 
This table indicates the tendency of doctoral course graduates. 
Specifically, we can see a clear polarization of life science majors 
(biology & medical fields) versus other majors, as each percent-
age of female graduates is generally high, ranging from about 
25% to as much as 40%, in life science majors, a sharp contrast to 
the approximate 10% in the other majors. As seen in Table 3, the 
percentage of female graduates to total graduates is 18.2%. So we 
can say it is a matter of time before each percentage of female 
graduates by major increases to this level. From the viewpoint of 
an international comparison, the percentage in Japan will be able 
to reach the same level as Luxemburg. In order to raise the per-
centage beyond this level, it is essential to increase the number of 
female graduates across doctoral courses, but especially in engi-
neering and related majors, of which graduates account for half of 
all doctoral course graduates. It seems that the overall low per-
centage of female graduates is due to the extremely low percent-
age of female graduates in each of the physics, chemistry, tele-
communications and machinery-related majors.

According to the questionnaire survey conducted jointly by the 
Physical Society of Japan and the Japan Society of Applied Phys-
ics in 2000, teaching staff members in the field of physics have 
been promoted on an equal footing with no gender discrimina-
tion. If such an equal oppor tunity is also ensured in other 
research fields, it seems possible to raise the percentage of 
female researchers in Japan to a world-class level in several years 
by increasing the percentage of female graduates in each field 
where the percentage of female professionals is extremely low. I 
think it is important that we keep encouraging female students so 
that more of them choose mechanical engineering, physics and 
chemistry and aspire to become professionals in these fields 
without concern about gender prejudice. 

I would like to ask all male members the following question: 
Are you ready to let your wife work outside of the home right 
now? I think whether we can solve the issue of increasing the 
percentage of female researchers will depend on the answer to 
this question.

 1） Excerpted from Heisei 21-nendo Josei no Seisaku/Houshin Kettei 
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http://www.gender.go.jp/research/sankakujokyo/2009/index.html

 2） Excerpted from Heisei 22-nendoban Danjyo Kyoudo Sankaku 
Hakusho (White Paper on Gender Equality 2010), Gender Information 
Site at the following URL of the Gender Equality Bureau, Cabinet 
Office: http://www.gender.go.jp/whitepaper/h22/zentai/top.html

 3） Edited version of “Hakushi Katei no Senko Bunya-betsu Nyugaku 
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of Doctoral Course Graduates by Major and by Year of Admission,” 
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