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1. Introduction 

”労働条件は、労働者が人たるに値する生活を営むための必要を充たすべきもので

なければならない。”  

“Working conditions must meet the need of workers to live a worthy life.” 

This is the first article in the Japanese Labour Standards Act, which regulates the rights and 

responsibilities of employers and employees. 

Japan is an economic giant and a country of hard work. After the Second World War ended 

Japan was able to rise amongst the most significant players in the world politics. Despite its 

population being only forty percent of the United States’ and less than ten percent that of 

China’s population, Japan is still third largest economy in the world.1 This achievement has 

required not only successful political decisions but also hard work from the whole country 

and its individuals. The Japanese society is strongly built on hard working ethics which are 

taught in schools and continue throughout working life. Employees are expected to be 

diligent and pursue the goals of the company they work for often for their whole career. 

However, this success has not come without a price. Despite being a flourishing country on 

the economical level, mental diseases and suicides are a notable problem. For a long time 

Japan has been one of the countries with most suicides committed.2 Even though most 

suicides are not directly related to work, these deaths include the disturbing phenomena 

called karōjisatsu (過労自殺), which literally means ‘overwork suicide’. For Japan this is a 

major problem with the rapidly declining population and negative attitude towards 

immigration. Every worker is important and Japan has taken this issue seriously in order to 

tackle it: the budget for the suicide prevention in 2018 was $793.7 million.3 The suicide rates 

have dropped from the burst of the economic bubble in the 1990s, but despite all the efforts 

to prevent them from occurring they have stabilized and remained high in the 21st century.4 

 
1 Based on Gross Domestic Product. See e.g.  https://www.investopedia.com/insights/worlds-top-economies/.  
2  See e.g. https://data.oecd.org/healthstat/suicide-rates.htm and https://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-

prevention/japan_story/en/.  
3 For example, in South Korea the budget for suicide prevention in 2018 was $16.8 million. See Kino et al. 

(2019), p. 2.  
4 OECD (2016), pp. 118–119. 

https://www.investopedia.com/insights/worlds-top-economies/
https://data.oecd.org/healthstat/suicide-rates.htm
https://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-prevention/japan_story/en/
https://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-prevention/japan_story/en/
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The well-being of working people is crucial for Japan. In 2018, there were 74,8 million 

people working in Japan, which is 59,8 % of the whole population.5 As the population is 

aging and birth rate is going down, the number of is declining every year.6 The Japanese 

government has reacted to the problem of by encouraging women, elderly and handicapped 

to join the labour force.7 This does not happen easily though as especially many women tend 

to stay at home to take care of their children or sick relatives.  

One important way to slow down the diminishing of working population is to take care of 

the workers currently employed by providing sufficient health services. It is not only 

important to provide health service in order to help those who have already fallen ill. There 

should also be a system to prevent injuries from occurring. This is important especially when 

it comes to mental health.8  

This paper seeks to explain what karōjisatsu is, how it is seen in Japanese society and how 

this can be read from newspaper articles regarding the issue. In order to answer those 

questions, one needs to understand the realities of working life in Japan: how the overwork 

has become a norm which even prohibitive legislation does not seem to be able to tackle. 

Are there some kind of elements in the Japanese labour market which cause this 

phenomenon? What kind of legislative and social developments have occurred and what 

kind of effects have these changes had on the labour market and on workers? 

There are several articles on the medical and psychological aspects of suicide and karōjisatsu 

in Japan; however, the topic has not been widely discussed in English on social or law related 

publications.9 It is obvious that suicide is not an easy topic to investigate and analyse. The 

topic is highly sensitive, and many cases are left hidden by the grieving family or insufficient 

examination by the authorities. It is also possible that the families settle the case with the 

company in exchange for not making it public. However, it is of the utmost importance to 

research the existing cases in order to prevent further tragedies. If the working environment 

is such that the employee sees no other option than to kill himself or herself, the company 

and working life in general needs changes. This is also supported by findings regarding 

 
5 Hori et al. (2019), p. 2. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 This paper has concentrated on the articles published in English regarding the subject. It is probable that the 

topic has been discussed more broadly in Japanese research papers. 
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Japanese working environment: according to a survey by Randstad10 in 2019 out of 34 

countries Japan had the lowest job satisfaction with only 42 % of the replicants being 

satisfied with their work.11 This is alarming and definitely not something that should be 

swept under the carpet. Even though being dissatisfied with one’s work does not in itself 

lead to suicide it confirms that something is out of place, and these problems may also cause 

karōjisatsu. Thus, there is clearly a demand for broader discussion on the topic. 

Dentsu Inc. (from here onwards Dentsu) is a large and well-established advertising company 

from Japan founded in 1901. It is a joint stock company which focuses on international 

advertising and public relations. It has group companies in more than 145 countries and 

regions and over 66,000 employees. In 2019 its revenue was 939 billion yen.12 

In 1991 Ichiro Oshima, a 24-year old employee of Dentsu, hanged himself at his home. He 

had worked overtime for several hours and even days, and his parents were certain that this 

overwork caused his suicide. The case was taken to the court and it went all the way to the 

Supreme Court of Japan, which gave its decision on 24th of March 2000. This ruling, which 

is known as the “Dentsu case” (電通事件), is one of the leading court cases regarding 

overwork suicide in Japan. The case received a lot of media attention as the compensations 

for the bereaved were big and the victim was a young man who had worked only two years 

for the company. 

Unfortunately, this is not the only karōjisatsu case in which the same company has been 

sentenced. On Christmas day in 2015 Matsuri Takahashi, who had only recently started to 

work for Dentsu, committed suicide by jumping out of the window of the company dormitory. 

The second case was in many ways similar to Oshima’s case as it occurred within the same 

company, the victim was also only 24-years old, and she had also worked for several hours 

overtime. The case also received a lot of media attention even though the decision was made 

by the Tokyo Summary Court13 and was not appealed. As one can see from figure one, the 

 
10 Randstad is a company in the HR services industry. They do surveys on market trends and employment 

issues. See https://www.randstad.com/workforce-insights/global-hr-research/randstad-workmonitor/.  
11 Randstad (2019), slides 36–37. It is also noteworthy that 7 % of the Japanese replicants replied “I don’t 

know” to the question about job satisfaction, when in all other countries 0–2 % of replicants chose this 

answer.  
12 https://www.group.dentsu.com/jp/about-us/.  
13 Summary courts handle mostly small civil lawsuit claims (less than 1,4 million yen) and civil conciliation 

cases. They also handle minor criminal offenses. Summary courts are the lowest courts in the four-level 

Japanese court system; the other courts are district courts, high courts and the Supreme Court. More 

https://www.randstad.com/workforce-insights/global-hr-research/randstad-workmonitor/
https://www.group.dentsu.com/jp/about-us/
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number of articles which include the word karōjisatsu published by Asahi Shimbun and 

Yomiuri Shimbun exploded in 2017. There are several possible reasons for the interest 

because the case had so many similarities with the “original” Dentsu case, but despite the 

similarities the sanctions for the company were minimal. 

 

Figure 1. Articles published by Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun from 1996–2019 including the 

keyword karōjisatsu. 

News and media in general have a huge impact on how people understand the world around 

them. Because of this, articles from newspapers may give some perspective and even 

answers to how discussion regarding overwork has been going in Japan. In this paper the 

topic is analysed through articles regarding the overwork suicide cases of Oshima and 

Takahashi written by two major publishing houses in Japan, Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri 

Shimbun. The writings that have been chosen for this analysis were published in 2000 and 

2017, and they deal with karōjisatsu and especially with two court decisions. One could 

assume that these cases have received a great deal of attention and that the newspapers might 

have chosen to criticise the company and the government for its incapability to respond to 

the problem. 

This research is split into five sections. The first section consists of explaining two main 

 
information about the Japanese judicial system can be found e.g. in https://www.courts.go.jp/english/vc-

files/courts-en/file/2020_Courts_in_Japan.pdf.  
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themes. The first topic of interest is explaining of what karōjisatsu and its close phenomena 

karōshi are about. This is followed by a deeper insight into the Japanese work life, its special 

features, and recent history. At the end these topics are combined in an examination of how 

the society sees overwork and the negative aspects of it. 

The second part of the paper is about the methodology used, which is a qualitative document 

analysis of the press coverage of the Dentsu cases in the Japanese media.  

In the third part the materials of this thesis are presented, namely the articles from the 

publications of Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun. At first the backgrounds of Oshima’s 

and Takahashi’s karōjisatsu court decisions will be explained. After this the articles are 

examined separately first diving into all of the articles by Asahi Shimbun and then all of the 

articles by Yomiuri Shimbun. This examination will focus on the substance of the articles, 

but it will also include some notions regarding the language and phrases the reporters have 

chosen to use in their writings.  

The fourth and fifth sections are the analysis and conclusions. In the analysis the findings of 

the first and third sections are combined in order to see whether one can see any changes in 

how the Japanese society has reacted to karōjisatsu and whether anything has changed since 

the decision on the first Dentsu judgment of 2000. The analysis also includes some of the 

changes that have occurred after these cases, and further topics for research will be proposed. 

In the conclusions everything that has been discussed in this paper will be wrapped up.  
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2. Japanese work life 

The next part of this research will explain and review the development of the Japanese 

working life and how this reflects to the mental health problems of the employees nowadays. 

First section will describe the terms karōshi and karōjisatsu. This will be followed by an 

introduction to the history of labour in Japan and raising up some the features which may 

have led to this phenomenon becoming more common. Next part will be about legislation 

and what the government has done to solve the problems after the first Dentsu case. Last part 

of this section will present some considerations on how the Japanese society sees overwork 

and karōjisatsu. 

2.1 Terminology: What are karōshi and karōjisatsu? 

In order to understand what karōjisatsu is about, one should first know what karōshi is. This 

is because in legislation and other official documents the terms are often bundled up under 

the phrase “karōshi etc.” (過労死等) to cover all overwork deaths, whether due to heart 

failure or suicide.  

As a medical term karōshi (過労死), which literally means ’overwork death’, refers to the 

situation in which the worker works so hard that that his body is not able to keep up with the 

pace and he dies.14 The main reasons for dying are either cerebrovascular disease or ischemic 

heart disease.15 However, Iwasaki et al. note that karōshi is not a medical diagnosis and does 

not always lead to death.16 McGuire defines karōshi as a “sociomedical term that refers to 

the causation between overwork and physiological harm.”17 

In the latter part of 1980s, the word karōshi spread in Japan as many cases were brought into 

courts 18  Since 1987 the Ministry of Labour has been publishing statistics regarding 

karōshi.19 However, the term existed even before this: the first reported karōshi case is from 

1969.20  

 
14 Iwasaki et al. (2006), p. 539. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Iwasaki et al. (2006), p. 539. 
17 McGuire (2012), p. 7–8. 
18 Iwasaki et al. (2006), p. 539. 
19 Katsuo et al. (1997), p. 625. 
20 Ibid. 
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Karōjisatsu (過労自殺), which literally translates into “overwork suicide”, is a specific type 

of suicide which occurs as a result mental illness caused by too much hard work. Usually 

the karōjisatsu victims suffer from depression, which is caused by the excessive working 

hours, pressing psychological demands which are aggravated due to the lack of social 

support, and heavy workloads which may be both mental and physical.21 There is a lot of 

medical research regarding how many overwork hours may lead to suicide.22 Amagasa et al. 

note that suicides might not be caused implicitly by the overwork. However, they continue 

by saying that overwork hours have a link to mental health problems such as depression, and 

this may have led up to suicide.23 Based on the findings of the medical studies the Ministry 

of Health, Labour and Welfare of Japan (from here onwards MHLW) established in 2000 

that in order for the death or suicide to be considered as a karōshi or a karōjisatsu, the 

employee has to have worked for more than 80 hours of overtime per month continuously 

for two to six months, or if the employee has worked for 100 hours of overtime in one 

month.24 In a research published in 2001 it was found out that more than half of the workers 

in Japan work in excess of 42 hours per week.25 However, it is difficult to assess how many 

more hours of overwork the employees are actually doing.26 In an OECD report from 2018 

the average Japanese worker was estimated to work 1680 hours per year, which is 54 hours 

less than the OECD average.27 It is probable that the Japanese employers have not reported 

all hours. For example, in the original Dentsu case, the employees had not reported all of the 

hours they had worked.  

 
21 Amagasa (2005), p. 162. 
22 See e.g. Amagasa et al. (2005) and Yamauchi et al. (2017). 
23 Amagasa et al. (2005), p. 162. 
24 Kamesaka et al. (2016), p. 6. 
25 Japanese Ministry of Labour, Health and Welfare. Yearbook of Labour Statistics 1999. Tokyo: Institute of 

Labour, Health, and Welfare Administration, 2001. 
26 See Asgari et al. (2016). 
27 OECD (2018). 
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Figure 2. Development of suicide, karōshi, and karōjisatsu in Japan between 1990–2008.28 

Figure 2 shows how the number of suicides, karōshi cases, and karōjisatsu cases have 

developed in Japan from 1990 until 2008. These numbers include the cases that the 

authorities have approved to be suicides or karōshi. Notable points of time in the chart are 

year 1998 when the number of suicides rose sharply, and year 1999 from which point on 

karōshi and karōjisatsu cases were compiled separately.29 In 2001 there is a sharp rise in 

karōshi cases because the official karōshi accreditation criteria by the Public Occupational 

Accident Insurance System was changed. The Dentsu decision was given in 2000, which 

was one reason behind the changes in the accreditation criteria. The number overwork 

suicide cases form only a small portion of all suicides in Japan, but it is very likely that these 

numbers only present the tip of the iceberg. Many cases are either not brought to the officials 

or do not meet the criteria which are set by the administration.  

 
28 Kondo (2010), p. 649. 
29 The Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare started to verify deaths as karōshi since the late 1980s. 
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Figure 3. Development in number of payment decisions in karōshi cases.30 

 

Figure 4. Development in number of payment decisions in karōjisatsu cases.31 

Figure 3 and 4 are diagrams, which show the development of compensated karōshi and 

karōjisatsu cases from 2000 until 2016. This compensation is paid via workers’ accident 

compensation insurance which is managed by the Labour Standard Office. Figure 3 presents 

 
30 White Paper on Measures to Prevent Karōshi, etc., 2017, p. 2. 
31 White Paper on Measures to Prevent Karōshi, etc., 2017, p. 2. 
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how many positive payment decisions were made on karōshi cases. Blue cases are all cases 

and red cases the ones in which the worker died due to overwork. Figure 4 has the same 

information for karōjisatsu cases, which cover all work accidents relating to mental disorders. 

In this chart the red cases are the karōjisatsu cases in which the employee killed himself, 

while the blue cases include different kind of cases such as attempted suicide where in the 

end the employee did not die. From these figures one can see that at the beginning of the 

century karōshi cases were more common but the mental disorder cases have been rising 

steadily. While in the last five years karōshi cases have been coming down the karōjisatsu 

cases have risen to almost 500 cases per year. Cases in which the employee died have been 

higher in karōshi cases, but in the last five years karōjisatsu cases have risen and the numbers 

are now very similar; in 2015, the difference between compensated death cases was only 

three persons. 

For a case to be recognized as a karōshi or karōjisatsu case the family of the deceased has 

to provide certain documentation regarding the working hours and conditions of the victim 

and file a legal claim in order to get compensation for his death.32 This includes proving that 

the employee worked for more than 80 hours of overtime for several months or for 100 hours 

of overtime in one month. This is not only time-consuming but sometimes quite difficult if 

the employer is not co-operating. If the employee has recorded his own working hours it is 

possible that all the overtime has not been recorded, and it may be difficult for the family to 

prove the correct number of overtime hours.  

One must remember that compiling statistics of reasons for death may be difficult. This is 

especially true with suicides cases, and national data may often be insufficient as cases are 

underreported or misclassified. 33  One reason why there may be many more cases of 

karōjisatsu than what is recorded in the official charts is that it is not easy for a suicide to be 

counted as a karōjisatsu. Authorities such as the Japanese Worker’s Compensation 

Department and civil courts oblige that the family members of the victim provide evidence 

that the suicide has a causal relation with the labour conditions. According to Amagasa et 

al., proving this causality requires a team of psychiatrists and psychologists who perform a 

“psychological autopsy” to analyse the reasons behind the suicide. The family, often assisted 

by a lawyer, must gather all available documents relating to the victim’s life and give 

 
32 Kondo (2010), p. 649–650. 
33 Kino et al. (2019), p. 8. 
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interviews relating to his life for to the psychiatrists to analyse the data.34 After suddenly 

losing a beloved person this is a time-consuming and hard process on top of estate inventory 

and other proceedings which have to be dealt with. It might also cause shame to the family 

which they do not want to show in public and thus lead them to not apply for compensations. 

2.2 The development of overwork in Japanese work life 

Now that it is clear what karōshi and karōjisatsu mean one may wonder, how these 

phenomena came to be. This part will explore the Japanese work system to see whether there 

are some features that can be addressed which could explain why overwork which may lead 

to death has become a norm. 

After its defeat in the Second World War Japan managed to build a flourishing economy 

which was admired especially in the Western countries until the dramatic burst of the 

economic bubble in 1990s. There are many reasons behind the success and one of those was 

overtime work. According to the statistics compiled by Mouer et al., in 1988 the Japanese 

worked 254 hours more per year in comparison to the US workers. Although the working 

hours started to come down and in 1997 the Japanese worked 63 hours less than workers in 

the US, Mouer et al. find that overwork has been a norm in the Japanese society for a long 

time.35 It is not possible to depict all specialities in Japanese style of working in this paper, 

but some relevant characteristics that relate to overwork are worth looking into. These 

traditional characteristics of employment practices in Japan include long-term employment, 

seniority wages and enterprise-based unions.36 

Long-term employment was adopted in Japan after the Second World War when companies 

needed skilled workers who would stay in the company.37 It refers to the practice in which 

usually the Japanese employees join a company after graduation and stay there for their 

whole working career. Kuwahara noted in 1989 that due to the increased competition among 

firms after the oil crisis, both managers and employees were very much concerned about the 

relative position of their firms and their business performance. Fears of unemployment or 

inferior job opportunities led employees to place a higher priority on job security than on 

wage increases. When considering which firm they would want to work for the employees 

 
34 Amagasa et al. (2005), p.158. 
35 Mouer et al. (2005), p. 72. 
36 Kubo (2019), p.148. 
37 Kubo (2019), p. 149. 
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started to put more weigh on the stability of employment than on the basis of the possible 

increase of salary.38  

This type of long-term employment is, however, only one side of the coin. Kuwahara noted 

already in the 1980s that despite the trend toward an increased commitment by employees 

of their firm, there is an increase in the supply of flexible and mobile workers such as part-

timers and temporary workers. He found this to be a world-wide phenomenon.39 In Japan, 

according to the MHLW the number of part-time workers rose from 698,600 in 1975 to 

1,879,300 in 1983. 40  Kuwahara’s findings are relevant also nowadays: in 2015 the 

proportion of male staff that does not work regularly was 22 %, and the same number for 

non-regular female workers was as high as 57 %.41 According to Kubo the increase of non-

regular staff can be partly explained by the legal change that makes it easier for companies 

to utilize personnel who do not work regularly. As an example, the Worker Dispatch Law 

came into force in 1986. This law made it possible to hire temporary workers for projects to 

certain types of businesses in which there was noticeable shortage of highly skilled 

employees.42 Hiring temporary workers instead of permanent personnel may lead to the 

situation in which the regular workers have more work than they are capable of doing. 

Second typical feature of Japanese work system is seniority-based wage, which means that 

the employee’s salary will rise during his years of service instead of the results he has made. 

This type of salary creates a strong loyal bond between the worker and the company. There 

have been studies showing that the correlation between wage and length of service is larger 

in Japan than in other countries.43 Even though the salary is based on years of service and 

not on the results the employees work hard for the company. There are many reasons for 

this. One of them is a bonus-system in which the employees receive a bonus twice a year if 

the company has performed well.44 

Kubo explains that the loyalty also works the other way around; in other words, also the 

companies are loyal to their workers. A firm will not dismiss its employees unless it is in 

severe financial distress. According to a rule called the “Doctrine of Abusive Dismissal”, 

 
38 Kuwahara (1989), pp. 75–76. 
39 Kuwahara (1989), p. 76. 
40 Kuwahara (1989), p. 76. 
41 Kubo (2019), p. 153. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Mouer et al. (2005), p. 79–81. 
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which was born out of case-law, a firm may lay off regular employees only when they are 

in severe financial distress. Therefore, large companies seldom dismiss employees if they 

are making profit.45 If laying off employees is the only option, the result is that companies 

often dismiss non-regular workers before they furlough workers that are working on regular 

basis.46 

Third feature of Japanese employment are enterprise-based unions. Kubo explains this is one 

of the most important elements of employment relationships in Japan.47 Enterprise-based 

unions means that the employees of a company organize the union by themselves within 

their employer. Usually it is only the regular staff that is part of the union and the non-regular 

employees stay out of it. The unions within the companies often belong to the union 

federation of the associated industry. For example, Japan Trade Union Confederation 

(JTUC-RENGO) is nationally the biggest union with more than 50 affiliate unions and 

approximately 6.82 million members in 2015.48 

Inside the company also operates a Joint Labour-Management Committee (JLMC). When 

the union within company is established the representatives of this committee become 

representatives of the employees in the union. Kubo states that this is an important 

mechanism in work relationships as it is used as a channel through which representatives of 

workers use to talk to the employer on many matters.49 Kato found in his research that 

companies which have JLMC or other kind of similar participatory employment practice 

create positive and noticeable gain in the company’s profits. In his research he discovered 

that in comparison to companies which did not have JLMC those companies which had it or 

similar kind of practice achieved 3 % higher productivity.50 According to Kato there are 

many reasons for this, but he finds two which relate to sharing information as most relevant. 

First, through JLMC the employees have the possibility to gain information from the 

company management which would not automatically be available to them. Secondly JLMC 

provide a good channel for company management to free-willingly share information with 

the employees which enhances better relationship between them and trust towards the 

management from the employees’ side. 51  It is important to note though that higher 

 
45 Kubo (2019), p. 150. 
46 Kubo (2019), p. 159. 
47 Kubo (2019), p. 157. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Kubo (2019), p. 159. 
50 Kato (2006), p. 75. 
51 Kato (2006), p. 63–64. 
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productivity occurred when the information was shared with all the employees and not just 

some of them.52 

One of the main purposes of the unions is negotiating with the company about the work 

conditions. First the level of wages is settled between the company and its union. The wage 

negotiations take place usually at the same time of the year in spring. This occasion is called 

shuntō (春闘)which translates into “spring labour offensive”.53 Mediating about the salaries 

is not the only purpose of the union: the union also negotiates about the working conditions, 

which include working hours. As will be presented later in more depth, the Labour Standards 

Act provide the company and its union the possibility to internally agree on different terms 

of working hours than the ones defined in the legislation. This means that the union should 

have an important role in the decision making. However, despite their important role and 

seeming capability to improve employees working conditions, this does not often occur as 

the labour unions are considered to be weak.54 Woodiwiss is of the opinion that Japanese 

unions are less restricted on legal level due to their low level of political-economic 

influence.55 He continues arguing that this is due to the lack of interest on the judiciary to 

remodel any rights, and also because in Japan law is not used as a weapon in the way it is 

used for example in the United States.56 The weakness of the labour unions in Japan has also 

been confirmed on the workers side in Japan: when The Japan Institute for Labour Policy 

and Training57 made an inquiry to employees regarding overwork in 2005, most of the 

respondents found that the least efficient way to limit overwork would be labour union 

engagement. The second least helpful method was legislative standards. More than 84 % of 

the employees thought that the best way would to restrict overwork be to have the managers 

to control and limit excessive working hours.58 

 

 
52 Kato (2006), p. 75. 
53 Kubo (2019), p. 157. 
54 Woodiwiss (1992), pp. 1-3. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 The objective of the Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training is to contribute to the planning of labour 

policies and work toward their effective and efficient implementation, as well as to promote the livelihood of 

workers and develop the national economy by conducting comprehensive research projects on labour issues 

and policies, both domestically and internationally, and capitalize on the findings of such research by 

implementing training programs for administrative officials. More information in 

https://www.jil.go.jp/english/organization/aboutus.html.  
58 McGuire (2012), p. 27. 

https://www.jil.go.jp/english/organization/aboutus.html
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2.3 Legislation and other political actions 

The Japanese government and authorities have acknowledged karōshi and karōjisatsu and 

tried to tackle the problem with several legislative acts. Other projects, such as sharing 

information about the dangers of overwork, have also been conducted. I will first explain the 

relevant legislation and then present what other kind of projects and outcomes the 

government has proposed in relation to karōjisatsu. 

2.3.1 Legislation in relation to karōjisatsu 

Japanese labour legislation is on the world scale modern and provides some great benefits 

to the employees. First of all, in the Constitution of Japan, articles 27 and 28 stipulate on 

work and working conditions. According to article 27, all people shall have the right and the 

obligation to work. In the first paragraph of article 28 all workers are guaranteed to have the 

right to organize and to bargain and act collectively. Also, in the second paragraph of article 

28 it is prescribed that standards for wages, hours, rest, and other working conditions shall 

be fixed by law. These articles not only provide basic rules for work and working conditions 

but also provide the legislator extensive jurisdiction over matters relating to work. Based on 

these rules working conditions should be regulated by the law, which is important both to 

the employee and the employer as they should always be able to base their actions on 

legislation. However, the constitution does also provide the employees right to bargain on 

their rights without specifying, what this actually means or includes. 

There are many decrees which have rules that relate to work. When it comes to setting the 

standards for working conditions and overwork, the Labour Standards Act sets the basic 

requirements for employers. However, this law does not give the employee much protection 

in relation to overwork.  

Articles 32 and 35 of the Labour Standard Act state stringent rules on working hours, which 

are 

1. An employer shall not have a worker work more than 40 hours per week, excluding 

rest periods.59 

 
59 Labour Standards Act article 32 paragraph 1. 
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2. An employer shall not have a worker work more than 8 hours per day for each day 

of the week, excluding rest periods.60 

3. An employer shall provide workers with at least one day off per week.61 

Based on these rules, the employee is guaranteed to work for a maximum of 8 hours per day, 

maximum of 40 hours per week, and he is entitled to at least one day off per week. This 

regulation is similar to many other countries.62  

It is important to remember that these are the ground rules and they are not absolute. In some 

occupations it is common that employees work for more than 8 hours per day (such as 

construction workers or medical personnel), and thus it makes sense that there are many 

exceptions to these ground rules in the law. However, article 36 paragraphs 1 to 3 of the 

Labour Standards Act contains a disturbing exemption which revokes these three rules as a 

whole for all professions: 

”(1) In the event that the employer has entered into a written agreement either 

with a labour union organized by a majority of the workers at the workplace 

(in the case that such labour union is organized) or with a person representing 

a majority of the workers (in the case that such labour union is not organized) 

and has notified the relevant government agency of such agreement, the 

employer may, notwithstanding the provisions with respect to working hours 

stipulated in Articles 32 through 32-5 or Article 40 (hereinafter in this Article 

referred to as "working hours") or the provisions with respect to days off 

stipulated in the preceding Article (hereinafter in this paragraph referred to 

as "days off"), extend the working hours or have workers work on days off in 

accordance with the provisions of the said agreement … . 

(2) The Minister of Health, Labour and Welfare may, in order to ensure that 

the extension of working hours be appropriate, prescribe standards for the 

limits on the extension of working hours set forth in the agreement set forth in 

the preceding paragraph, and also prescribe standards for other necessary 

 
60 Labour Standards Act article 32 paragraph 2. 
61 Labour Standards Act article 35 paragraph 1. 
62 For example, in Finland the Working Hours Act sets the same general restrictions on working hours. 
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items, in consideration of the welfare of workers, trends in overtime work and 

any other relevant factors. 

(3) The employer and the labour union or the person representing a majority 

of the workers who enter into the agreement stipulated in paragraph (1), in 

setting an extension of the working hours in the said agreement, shall ensure 

that the content of the said agreement conforms with the standards set forth in 

the preceding paragraph.” 

The article provides employers and the representatives of the employees (i.e. company 

unions) an option of making a contract which does not need to follow the statutory limits on 

working hours. In other words, if the company manages to push through these restrictions in 

the negotiations with labour union, the employees cannot claim the benefits that the law 

would offer to them. 

McGuire points out that employees that are represented by a labour union cannot plead on 

the working hour limits set by the labour law as the union can and often does make a contract 

with the company which omits these limits. The Labour Standards Act states that an 

employee can only work for a maximum of 360 hours of overtime per year (which can be 

split to maximum of 15 hours per week or 45 hours per month). However, McGuire notes 

that this is irrelevant if there are no real legal sanctions for the employers.63 As the fines 

which are set in the Labour Standards Act are small for big companies, they have no initiative 

to change their working conditions. Also, since it is not likely that the cases go to court 

excessive overtime hours continue to be the normal way of many companies.64 

There are penal provisions in articles 119 and 120 of the Labour Standards Act to persons 

who violate the rules on working hours. If one has violated articles which relate to working 

hours, they may be sentenced to jail for 6 months or receive a fine no larger than 300,000 

yen. In the current rate this amount equals to approximately 2,400 euros. Considering that 

large companies, such as Dentsu, may be prone to violate working hour limits, a fine of this 

level is ridiculous and it is difficult to understand why the maximum amount of the fine is 

so low. 

 
63 McGuire (2012), pp. 9–10. 
64 Ibid. 
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Act on the Arrangement of Related Acts to Promote Work Style Reform (Work Style Reform 

Act, 働き方改革を推進するための関係法律の整備に関する法律) was enacted on 29th 

of June 2018. The act bundles together amendments to eight laws65. It came to force in April 

2019. In the Work Style Reform, the overtime working hours were set to 45 hours per month 

and to 360 hours per year. This is the main rule which can be exceeded only in temporary, 

special circumstances. Some exemptions were also agreed for certain professions such as 

medical doctors and construction workers.66 

However, the reform guarantees the right for the labour union and management of the 

company to make a contract in which overtime working hours can be up to 100 hours per 

month including work on holidays and 720 hours per year. If this contract has been made, 

the monthly average for working hours cannot exceed 80 per month, and the basic limit of 

45 hours cannot be exceeded for six months in a year.67 With these rules, even if a contract 

between the company and the labour union exists, the employees have a better standing than 

before. However, with the contract the overtime hours per year may be double in comparison 

with the rules set in the law.  

Besides the new limitations for working hours, the reform sets many other new rules 

regarding employment. The exceptions for SME companies regarding lower payment for 

overtime work exceeding 60 hours were abolished, and employers are obligated to reward 

the workers at least five days of annual paid leave.68 

Besides the Labour Standards Act and the Work Style Reform act there is also specific 

regulation which relate to karōshi and karōjisatsu. The Basic Act on Suicide Prevention 

(BASP) was enacted in 2006 and revised in March 2016. This legislation obliges local 

authorities to create programs and plans to prevent suicides. The actions in these plans may 

include education, hiring more mental health experts and considering extra precautions for 

schools.69  

 
65 Namely, Employment Measures Act (EMA), LSA, The Act on Special Measures for Improvement of 

Working Hours Arrangements., ISHA, Pneumoconiosis Act, The Act on Improvement, etc. of Employment 

Management for Part-Time Workers, Labour Contracts Act (LCA), and Worker Dispatching Act (WDA). 
66 Work Style Reform Bill Enacted (2018), p. 3. 
67 Work Style Reform Bill Enacted (2018), p. 3. 
68 Work Style Reform Bill Enacted (2018), p. 3. 
69 https://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/japan-basic-act-on-suicide-prevention-amended/.  

https://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/japan-basic-act-on-suicide-prevention-amended/
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In Article 4 of the BASP it states that business operators must cooperate with the national 

and local authorities in suicide countermeasures. They are obligated to implement necessary 

methods to protect mental health of their employees. Article 17 requires local authorities to 

provide education to business owners regarding suicide prevention and methods to 

implement it. 

The BASP does not have any penal provisions. This means that if the companies do not 

follow its requirements, they cannot be punished for this. 

2.3.2 Government actions and guidelines 

The Japanese government and authorities have taken overwork suicides seriously and started 

several legislative initiatives and projects to raise awareness on the risks which relate to 

working overtime. 

In 2006 the government published the “Basic Act on Preventing Suicide” and in 2007 they 

published the “General Policies of Comprehensive Measures against Suicide”. The act and 

policy paper lead to founding the Suicide Prevention Week and the Month for Strengthening 

Countermeasures against Suicide. In 2012 the government also introduced another 

comprehensive suicide prevention policy and allocated extra funds to suicide prevention 

activities.70 All of these actions were made to increase knowledge on suicides in general and 

not especially on karōjisatsu. 

In 2014, “the Act Promoting Measures to Prevent Death and Injury from Overwork” (過労

死等防止対策推進法) was passed unanimously by the Parliament. This act recognises 

karōshi and karōjisatsu71 and lays several actions to improve the situation. However, these 

measures were concentrating only on how to increase knowledge and awareness on the issue, 

such as creating an enlightenment month to raise awareness on the issue and requiring the 

government to research the topic. There were no demands for the private sector to change 

their ways of acting; in article 11 the private sector is mentioned, but the article requires 

supportive actions for the private sector from the public sector. In all, the act was a starting 

 
70 Kino et al. (2019), p. 1–2. 
71 The act uses the phrase “karōshi etc.” (過労死等) to cover all overwork deaths, whether due to heart failure 

or suicide.  
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point, but the concrete actions remained on raising awareness and knowledge instead of 

concrete measures.     

On 24th of July 2015 a document called “Outline for measures to Prevent Death and Injury 

from Overwork” (過労死等の防止のための対策に関する大綱) was given. This paper 

provides background information and reasons for regulating working hours and conditions. 

According to the document, death and injury from overwork are considered to be a human 

rights issue.72  

The Working Style Reform which was mentioned in the section about labour legislation 

went through a long treatment and was discussed about on several occasions. In September 

2016 the Prime Minister of Japan Shinzo Abe held the first meeting of the Council which 

started to work for the reform. In his first speech he defined nine topics on which the council 

would work on. The third topic was responding to the problems of long working hours by 

setting down a limit on overtime work.73  

During the discussions in the parliament regarding the Work Style Reform Act the biggest 

argument between the government and the opposition parties was the establishment of the 

highly professional work system. It is noteworthy that during the making of this law the 

opposition insisted that the highly professional work system should increase actions to 

prevent karōshi because the proposal of the government was to exclude some high-income 

professions from regulations on working hours. The opposition was against the proposal and 

there was a big division between the government and opposition in this matter.74 It was stated 

that measures to ensure the health of the workers would be enhanced. These provisions were 

added to the act at the lower house in order to enable the workers to withdraw their consent 

to follow the system.75 

When the act was finally accepted, Prime Minister Abe said that it was the first major 

reforms to labour legislation in 70 years. He stated that the law will correct the problems of 

working long hours and eradicate the expression ‘non-regular employment’ from Japan. This 

legislation enables people to work while raising children or providing nursing care making 

 
72 Outline for measures to Prevent Death and Injury from Overwork, part 1: Introduction, paragraph 2. 
73 Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet (2016). 
74 Japan Labour Issues (2018), p. 5. 
75 Japan Labour Issues (2018), p. 3. 
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diverse ways of working possible. He admitted that many different aspects and opinions 

were stated in the Diet and assured that he would remember them as the reforms proceed.76 

The General Secretary of JTUC-RENGO gave a statement on the Working Style Reform 

Act in 2019. He was delighted with many reforms, especially with the higher penalties for 

employers on overtime working hours offences and limits on working hours. However, he 

criticized the highly professional work system. He stated that it disregards the legislation on 

working hours and encourage extreme overtime hours.77 

The Chairman of the Japan Business Federation also issued a statement when the law was 

passed. He said that it was important to take legislative measures on the culture of working 

long hours. He was disappointed in how the expanded scope of the discretionary work 

system was removed from the law.78 

Karōjisatsu has also been discussed and dealt in other authorities and organizations. Since 

the 1980s karōshi has been identified as a health issue in medical sense, but until 2000 

karōjisatsu was not recognized as a health issue under which the Japanese Workmen’s 

Accident Compensation Insurance System79 could pay insurance benefits to the family of 

the deceased.80 The Supreme Court’s decision on Oshima’s case made it clear that suicide 

can be caused by overwork and that insurance benefits can be paid due to this reason of 

death. 

Even though karōjisatsu was not recognized before 2000 by the officials as a reason to pay 

compensation, a group of lawyers brought both karōshi and karōjisatsu to the public 

conversation in 1988. This group which is still operating actively is called the National 

Defence Counsel for Victims of Karōshi (NDC).81 Its main purpose is to give advice to the 

family members of the victims through “Karōshi hotline”, which has received thousands of 

calls. They have also actively raised awareness of the health problems caused by long 

working hours especially in Japan.82  

 
76 Japan Labour Issues (2018), p. 5–6. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Workmen’s Accident Compensation Insurance Law, Art. 12-2, Par. 1. 
80 Obata (2000), p. 8. 
81 https://karoshi.jp/.  
82 McGuire (2012), p. 1. 

https://karoshi.jp/
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2.4 The social response to karōjisatsu 

There are several reasons for why people work too hard and it is not possible to give one 

straight answer for this question. Overwork relates to not only economic issues but also to 

social constructions and even personality. However, if change is not demanded by the public 

it indicates that the society at least on some level accepts the phenomenon or does not see 

any way to change the existing situation. In this part I will present some expert comments 

on how the public sees overwork and what kind of impacts it has on the working life. 

Nowadays, long working hours is a distinctive trait of Japanese working life. In 2004 

MHLW found that around 20–24 % of the employees in Japan worked for 60 hours per week. 

The number has increased from the research made in 1994, when around 17–19 % of 

employees worked for 60 hours.83 West argues that law and society merely reflect Japanese 

acceptance of long working hours and overwork. He also states that the reason behind these 

working hours are in the Japanese work management. Since workforce is limited and the 

system is built on lifetime employment the workers devote their life to the company instead 

of having a more flexible work system in which the employees must guarantee their position 

through their performance.84 

Overwork is also a norm in the society, and the Supreme Court of Japan has confirmed that 

it is acceptable to fire someone who has not agreed to work overtime.85 The overtime hours 

may not be compensated as such, but in the long run it leads to higher income through 

bonuses or other profits.86 It relates often to big projects instead of working couple of hours 

extra every day. However, studies have shown that even if overwork is not daily, many 

employees feel that they are constantly thinking about work.87 

In 2010 Kondo found that the public in Japan had not insisted on stronger measures for 

suicide prevention. Even though the Basic Act of Suicide control was established in 2006, it 

focuses mainly on secondary prevention such as tracing high-risk cases and thus, according 

to Kondo, has not worked well.88 

 
83 Ogura (2007), pp. 139 – 141. 
84 West (2005), p. 223–225. 
85 McGuire (2012), p. 6. 
86 Takahashi (2006), p. 43. 
87 McGuire (2012), p. 7. 
88 Kondo (2010), p. 650. 
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Ono finds that for the Japanese people the social notion of overtime hours equal working 

hard and thus the idea of it being a virtue remains strong. He grounds this finding on the 

survey “Individual and Company Surveys on Work-life Balance” which was conducted by 

the Cabinet Office in 2014. In this survey the replicants (i.e. workers from private sector) 

associated positive impressions to people who work hard or have a strong sense of 

responsibility. Negative impressions were associated with people who work too slowly or 

want to earn overtime pay.89 

Ono notes that Japanese people find working overtime in general as a positive trait while 

leaving home early or on time is seen as a negative feature. Taking time off through paid 

leave or men having their childcare leave are also perceived as negative actions.90 According 

to Ono this is largely due to the ganbaru (頑張る) working attitude which persists in 

Japanese way of thinking. There are several translations for the word ganbaru such as “to 

persevere”, “to do one’s best”, or “to remain in a place”. This attitude cherishes working 

hard on a project regardless of whether the work could be finished faster with a more efficient 

working style. The attitude towards taking time off remains negative regardless of the quality 

or the outcome of the work. Taking days off, even when the law guarantees this right, is not 

always easy for the employees. Even when research has proven that the quality of the work 

would be better with right amount of rest and days off the social atmosphere insists people 

to work overtime. This thought remains despite the fact that according to the results of the 

Cabinet Office survey 74% of the companies stated that there is no negative impact in 

personnel evaluation for workers who “hardly ever work overtime or come to work on days 

off, but finish their work on time and go home”. 91 Ono presents several reasons why long 

working hours are a problem. These include such reasons as causing inefficient allocation of 

work and ruining creativity. As the workers cannot balance private life with their work 

having enough rest will be difficult. In the long run this will have a bad influence on the 

wellbeing of the worker and in the end, it may ruin their health.92 

Kino et al. note that Japan should form more specific suicide prevention strategies which 

would take into consideration the specific features of the target group. 93  For example, 

 
89 Ono (2018), p. 40. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ono (2018), p. 36–38. 
93 Kino et al. (2019), p. 8. 
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preventing suicides of young people in the beginning of their working career takes different 

measures in comparison to workers past their fifties. Not only this, the methods should also 

take note of the differences between the target groups, such as the time period they have 

lived on and what kind of social impacts these acts may have on these groups. For example, 

people who have experienced economic recession and unemployment in 1990s may have a 

different way of thinking then those who have started their career in the 21st century. 

Overwork can also be very unofficial and unpaid. This kind of “service overtime” (サービ

ス残業) is not recorded to the official working hours and may count up to even hundreds of 

hours per year.94 This service overtime is seemingly voluntary, but in order to keep their 

position and strengthen their chances of getting promoted many employees keep doing it 

whether they like it or not.95 Another example of unofficial overtime work is done outside 

the office, which may be socializing with colleagues or “entertaining clients”, tsukiai (付き

合い ). 96  According to Lopez et al., this part of Japanese culture emphasizes human 

relationships over functional relationships and find organization as a unique organic entity. 

Japanese managers place high priority on facilitating consensus among employees instead 

of projecting innovative ideas. They are of the opinion that more emphasis is placed on 

networking and socializing (tsukiai) in order to provide the employees possibilities to talk 

about new ideas. Through tsukiai there is also room for networking and socializing in less 

formal manner.97 However, this often means that the employees will spend unofficial time 

in work related events without getting compensated for this. 

Ono is of the opinion that there is no reason too totally undo the traditional Japanese 

employment practices. He states that there is no reason to argue that the labour system in 

American where people actively change jobs and work on a short-term orientation would be 

successful in Japan. According to him it is possible to change the Japanese labour market 

while maintaining its strengths. He admits that there are problems with long working days 

and hours and that getting rid of these toxic elements will take time as it will be difficult for 

 
94 Mouer et al. (2005), p. 81–82.  
95 Ibid.  
96 Mouer et al. (2005), p. 82.  
97 Lopez et al. (2009), p. 595. 
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both employers and employees to accept the change in what is considered to be normal state 

of things. However, he sees that could still be possible in the future.98 

  

 
98 Ono (2018), p. 46. 
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3. Methodology 

The goal of this paper is to see what the chosen newspapers have written about overwork 

suicides in relation to the two court cases, and what this tells us about the Japanese society. 

The research is made using qualitative analysis to the articles, and the method for analysing 

these materials in this research paper is a mix of qualitative documentary analysis and case 

study research.  

In the following paragraphs I will give a deeper look into the qualitative analysis and case 

study methods. After this I will explain how this research is conducted based on these 

methods, and how the materials were chosen and collected. 

3.1 Qualitative analysis of documents 

There is no single definition for qualitative analysis. Mason notes that it has grown out of a 

wide disciplinary of research traditions and different fields utilize it in different ways.99 

According to her in qualitative research one can have various ways of looking into the social 

world and that this method of research aims to create a contextual understanding of the 

chosen materials.100 The materials on which qualitative analysis can be based on are various, 

and I will next explain in more detail about the materials chosen for this paper, namely 

newspaper articles. 

Tuomi et al. note that through materials which are collected from the mass media one can 

find a new perspective to the topic. As an example, they use it to the discussion on anorexia: 

by gathering and analysing articles written by anorexics one can understand how they see it 

in a way which would not be possible through the documents which are written by doctors 

or public authorities. 101  According to Piergiorgio, documents are any materials which 

present knowledge on social phenomena and exist while being disconnected to the 

researcher. They are made for other purposes than social research but can nevertheless be 

used by the researchers.102 Newspapers are one example of documents that are constantly 

produced in our societies by various actors.103 Piergiorgio supports using newspapers as 

documents for research as they are a rich source of information. The press provides in various 

ways an infinite mine of information on the society. However, in order to utilize the materials 

 
99 Mason (2004), p. 2. 
100 Mason (2004), p. 3. 
101 Tuomi et al. (2018), pp 72–73. 
102 Piergiorgio (2003), p. 287. 
103 Ibid. 
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properly the researcher must construct a proper theoretical hypothesis to make the correct 

assessments.104 The focus in analysing the documents will then be on how the themes are 

presented and justified.105 

Anttila states that document analysis covers analysing all materials which cannot be 

collected through direct observations. It is an option for collecting materials through 

interviews, queries or similar kinds of data gathering, and it can sometimes be the only 

choice for collecting information on a certain topic. For example, in the case of newspaper 

articles it may be a more efficient and economical way of gathering information on the topic 

than interviewing people.106 In this paper interviews or queries would have been difficult if 

not impossible to arrange, and thus newspapers provided a sufficient material for the 

analysis. 

Piergiorgio argues that there are two advantages when using independently produced 

documents as a material for research. Firstly, the information cannot be misinterpreted or 

misconstrued due to the communication between the research subject and the researcher. 

Interviewees may be less truthful when they are interviewed in comparison to when they 

write their thoughts on paper. Of course, when analysing written documents some 

information is bound to be left unfound as it is not possible to ask further questions. This 

limits the materials, but if the number of articles is sufficient the researcher can draw some 

conclusions even if they would not be as complete as they would be through an interview.107 

It is important to note that since this paper is short and the material is very limited this may 

affect the outcome of the study.  

The second advantage according to Piergiorgio is that the documents can also be used to 

study the past. As an example one can mix two types of research, such as sociological 

research with historical study, and it is sometimes hard to separate the themes from one 

another. 108  In this paper the newspaper articles are analysed mainly from a cultural 

perspective, but there is also a historical aspect as in the first case suicide occurred already 

in 1991 but the Supreme Court’s decision on this case was given in 2000. Since the Japanese 

society has changed during these years a historical research method is justified. In this paper, 

 
104 Piergiorgio (2003), p. 298. 
105 Piergiorgio 2003, 287-309. 
106 Anttila (2014), chapter 9.2.4. 
107 Piergiorgio (2003), pp. 287 – 288. 
108 Piergiorgio (2003), p. 288. 
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however, the focus is more on how karōjisatsu is seen as a social phenomenon in the articles 

at the time of the publications.  

There are disadvantages in using documents such as newspaper articles. As the documents 

are found by the researcher and not made by him it is fair to assume that they are biased and 

emphasize some issues while leaving other themes unaddressed.109 This problem has been 

addressed in this paper by choosing two newspapers, one being categorized as a rightist 

(Yomiuri Shimbun) publication and the other one as a leftist (Asahi Shimbun) publication.110 

One goal of this research is to see whether the articles show any biases or take notice of 

different aspects of the cases. Since there are two different kind of publications it is also 

easier to notice if either one of them leaves some themes completely or partially unaddressed. 

3.2 Case study analysis 

According to Gerring case study analysis is “an intensive study of a single unit with an aim 

to generalize across a larger set of units”.111 After this though he points out that case study 

may refer to many different research aspect such as doing a qualitative analysis on small 

material, investigating one single case or one single phenomenon.112 In this master’s thesis 

the material is very limited and concentrates on a phenomenon (karōjisatsu) and how it is 

presented in publications regarding two cases. In this sense it is a mixture of Gerring’s 

suggestions as it has both one phenomenon and a limited number of cases. 

Mason writes that case study analysis may be a good approach to qualitative research if the 

materials contain complexly intervened themes and it could be difficult to present this 

information via categorical indexing. She also states that case study may help to form an 

analytical handle to structure interpretations on the materials.113 In this research paper the 

basis for the newspaper articles are in the court decisions and in interviews which were given 

after the judgments. Case study analysis is commonly used in legal research to analyse court 

cases. However, in legal research the emphasis is on the legislation and its interpretation. In 

this study legislation is not the target of analysis. The analysis is not made from these 

judgments or the law; however, they provide important background information which is 

necessary in order to understand the actual material that is being analysed, namely the limited 

list of articles. The goal is not to explain all the details about the cases. This paper aims to 

 
109 Piergiorgio (2003), p. 306. 
110 See e.g. Takekawa (2017), p. 59. 
111 Gerring (2004), p. 341. 
112 Gerring (2004), p. 342. 
113 Mason (2002), p. 166. 
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understand how the newspapers wrote about overwork suicides in relation to the chosen 

court cases and whether one can draw any further conclusions on how the Japanese people 

see karōjisatsu as a social concept. 

3.3 The perspective of this research and data collection 

The method of this study is qualitative analysis of the press coverage of the cases involving 

Dentsu company in the Japanese media. Since this is a short paper on the topic, the material 

was limited to 16 articles which were published by two Japanese newspapers, Asahi 

Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun. These publications are amongst the most read newspapers 

in Japan and have a wide circulation. 114  The articles were searched from the media 

companies own databases115 and limited to the ones which included the word 過労自殺 

(karōjisatsu). This may exclude some newspaper articles since overwork suicides are also 

referred to with the word “karōshi”. However, this keyword gave sufficient number of results 

(15 articles and one column) in order to draw some conclusions on the topic. 

In this paper the goal is to understand how the Japanese society has reacted to the court 

decisions by analysing newspaper articles. The presumption is that these articles show in 

their way of addressing the cases whether the public has an opinion on karōjisatsu. My 

hypothesis is that the articles will contain critical evaluation of the working conditions and 

the social acceptance of overtime work in the Japanese society. The qualitative analysis will 

focus on mainly on the contents of the articles. Some attention will also be given to the 

writing styles of the reporters as this may also indicate how passionately or dispassionately 

they feel about the topic. However, this may not show very clearly on newspaper articles 

which are relatively short. 

The qualitative analysis was limited to the articles that were published after two separate 

court decisions on karōjisatsu which were committed by two employees from the advertising 

company called Dentsu. The first case was decided by the Supreme Court of Japan on 24th 

of March 2000, and the second one by Tokyo Summary Court on 7th of October 2017. As 

mentioned earlier, I will present a summary of the court decisions which have relevant 

 
114 In 2018 Yomiuri Shimbun was the most read newspaper in Japan with daily circulation of approximately 

10,2 million copies per day. Asahi Shimbun was the second most read newspaper with circulation of 

approximately 7,4 million copies. More details can be found from a publication on top 3 publishing 

newspapers: 上位 3紙朝刊販売部数・世帯普及率 .  
115 Asahi Shinbun Kikuzo II Visual, https://database.asahi.com/help/jpn/help.html and Yomiuri Rekishikan, 

https://database.yomiuri.co.jp/.  

https://database.asahi.com/help/jpn/help.html
https://database.yomiuri.co.jp/
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information to understand the articles. However, these judgments as such will not be in the 

focus of the analysis and legal terminology will be kept on minimum level.  

I chose articles which were published on the day or the following day of the date of the court 

decisions because news reports are often released immediately on recent events. When time 

passes the topic disappears fast from the headlines and other themes arise. This is not always 

the case as some issues tend to stay reported constantly such as politics and economics. In 

the introduction of the paper Figure 1 shows that karōjisatsu has remained as a topic in the 

newspapers even though writings about it have declined since 2017.  

 

 

  



 

31 

4. The newspaper articles on Dentsu karōjisatsu cases 

In this part I will assess how the newspapers have reported the two court decisions which 

dealt with karōjisatsu. The studied Japanese newspapers are Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri 

Shimbun. These newspapers were chosen as they present opposite political sides Asahi 

Shimbun being more on the left and Yomiuri Shimbun on the right. They also consider 

themselves as rival publications.116 The objective is to see how these media giants have 

reported on the cases: are the articles mere quotations of the court’s decision or do they 

contain original arguments and analysis of the society? 

I chose to study the writings regarding a decision by the Supreme Court of Japan from 2000 

and another decision made by the Tokyo Summary Court from 2017. I refer to the first case 

as “Dentsu case” (電通事件) or based on the victim’s name as “Oshima’s case”. The second 

case is referred as “Takahashi’s case” which is also based on the victim’s name. These cases 

were chosen as they had many similarities and especially since the employer, Dentsu, was 

the same. The cases were also somewhat exceptional, as the victims were young, had 

recently graduated from universities, and had not yet been promoted in the company.117 One 

big difference between the cases though was that the first case was a precedent from the 

Supreme Court whereas the latter one was just a summary court decision. However, the latter 

case was unusual in the sense that the court session was open to the public. Usually summary 

court decisions are decided behind closed doors, but in this case the court decided otherwise. 

I originally planned to compare how the newspapers have reported the cases on the day the 

decision was given. However, as Yomiuri Shimbun did not publish anything on the day 

Takahashi’s case was handed down, I chose to analyse also the articles which were published 

one day after the court decision in Takahashi’s case. This was not necessary in Oshima’s 

case as both papers published many articles on the date of the judgment. 

 
116  Read more on this topic from Takekawa, Shunichi: Forging Nationalism from Pacifism and 

Internationalism: A Study of Asahi and Yomiuri’s New Year’s Day Editorials, 1953-2005. Social Science Japan 

Journal Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 59–80, 2007. 
117 In their study, Amagasa et al. found that in the karōjisatsu cases they analysed, 95,5 % of the suicide victims 

were middle-ranking managers. See Amagasa et al. (2005), p. 158. 
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4.1 The backgrounds of Oshima’s case from 2000 

In 1991 Ichiro Oshima, a 24-year-old employee of Dentsu, hanged himself at his home. He 

had joined the company in 1990 and worked for the company for 17 months. During that 

time, he did not take a single day off and spent many nights at the office to work. 

When Oshima’s reports on his working hours were analysed after his death it was clear that 

he had worked for a notable deal of overtime. However, based on how many overnights he 

had spent at the office it showed that he had not recorded all the overtime hours he had done. 

It turned out it was common for the workers to report less overtime than the actual overtime. 

As Oshima was a newly recruited employee he was not able to enjoy some of the benefits 

which were offered to employees who had worked in the company for a longer time, such 

as staying in a hotel if they worked during nights.118 Dentsu also had systems to protect the 

health of their employees; however, these were not actually used by the fresh recruits nor 

promoted by the management, even when the new employees carried out most of the 

overtime hours.119 

Oshima’s parents sued Dentsu in 1993 seeking for compensation due to the death of their 

son. In 1996 the district court of Tokyo ruled that the overwork at Dentsu had triggered 

Oshima’s suicide and awarded compensations of 120 million yen. Dentsu appealed to the 

Tokyo High Court, which in 1997 upheld the district court’s reasoning but reduced the 

compensations to 89 million yen. The High Court stated that Oshima himself and his parents 

should also have acted when his health started to deteriorate. Due to these claims Oshima’s 

parents appealed to the Supreme Court of Japan. Before the Supreme Court gave its decision, 

the local Labour Standards Inspection Office found in 1998 that based on all the evidence 

they had received Oshima’s death was caused by overwork and entitled his parents a 

workers’ compensation.120 

The Supreme Court of Japan gave its decision on 24th of March 2000. It ruled that Oshima’s 

death was a case of karōshi 121  and Dentsu was liable for not reacting to Oshima’s 

 
118 According to Dentsu, Oshima had not been able to enjoy these benefits as he had not been sufficiently 

informed of them. Based on their statements the newly recruited workers would have been treated in the same 

manner as the workers whom had consolidated their position in the company. However, based on the court 

decision it was unclear whether this was true and if it was a common practice that the newly recruits could not 

enjoy the same benefits. 
119 McGuire (2012), p. 13. 
120 McGuire (2012), p. 15. 
121 The Supreme Court did not use the word karōjisatsu, but as the case was an overwork suicide the term 

karōshi must include karōjisatsu cases. 



 

33 

deteriorating health. Dentsu’s general manager and team leader were aware of the 

unreasonable workload he had and that Oshima had not registered all the overwork hours he 

had worked for. The Supreme Court found that neither Oshima nor his parents could have 

prevented the suicide and thus bore no responsibility for what had happened. An important 

notion is that the Supreme Court found that the damages were awarded for Oshima’s 

excessive workload and not for his suicide. What makes this a vital notion is that this means 

that the company did not have to pay for the outcome but for its actions which led to the 

outcome. In other words, had Oshima died due to some other reasons besides overtime work 

(such as bullying or sexual harassment at work) Dentsu as a company may have not had to 

pay compensation for anything else except for the overtime hours which had not been 

compensated while he worked for the company. This also leaves open the question of 

whether Dentsu would have had to pay anything had the overtime hours been compensated 

for Oshima while he was alive even if these hours led to Oshima’s suicide. 

After the Supreme Court’s decision Dentsu made a settlement with Oshima’s parents who 

received 168 million-yen compensations. Oshima’s father Hisamitsu stated after the 

Supreme Court gave its decision he was satisfied with the court’s reasoning but what he 

really wants is an official apology from Dentsu. This happened as Dentsu issued a public 

apology in which it claimed responsibility for Oshima’s death and promised to take better 

care of its employees’ health and working conditions. Dentsu promised to “take measures to 

prevent similar deaths by thoroughly monitoring employees’ working and health 

conditions”.122 

McGuire wrote an analysis of the Dentsu case and according to him, the standards which 

were set by the Supreme Court are not sufficient in order to prevent future karōjisatsu cases. 

According to his findings if the relatives of the victim can prove that the victim overworked 

and died, the employer has no legal defence due to the employer liability. This leads to 

employers taking the risk of being sued for overwork instead of trying to solve the problem 

since the changes for ending up in the court are low. McGuire assesses that the Dentsu 

decision gave no motives for companies to change their behaviour. Instead it gave the 

victim’s family a way of receiving compensation through action in court.123  

 
122 https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2000/06/24/national/dentsu-admits-fault-in-worker-suicide/.  
123 McGuire (2012), pp. 3–4. 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2000/06/24/national/dentsu-admits-fault-in-worker-suicide/
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McGuire also seems to argue that the decision made the employees more aware of their 

situation. He states that the worker now knows that the employer is liable for damages which 

may be caused due to overwork and that his bereaved do not have to prove to the court 

whether he or his family could have prevented the suicide as the court rejected contributory 

and comparative negligence.124 Even if these arguments are true it is unlikely that people 

who commit suicides would consider these facts before committing suicide. For example, 

based on the court decision and articles regarding both of the cases analysed in this paper 

neither one of the victims thought about financial issues before their death. One cannot rule 

that option out completely though since financial issues may affect proneness to commit 

suicide.125 

It took almost a decade before the final verdict was given by the Supreme Court. As for the 

local Labour Standards Inspection Office it took seven years after Oshima’s death to give a 

decision on whether his death was caused by excessive overwork. This shows that these 

kinds of cases had not been assessed by the courts and that it was not an easy decision. There 

are many reasons for this one being that there was no regulation on working hours nor 

regulation on companies’ being liable for the death of their employees in case of suicide. 

The decision had to be written in such a way it would not make it possible on the one hand 

for unjustified claims by the relatives of the deceased worker and on the other hand for the 

employer company to escape its responsibility when it has clearly caused the suicide of the 

worker by unreasonable demands regarding workload in his work. Another reason for the 

slow process might have also been that this decision had a big impact on the society: the 

claims for overtime work caused suicides rose sharply after the Supreme Court’s decision.126 

4.2 The backgrounds of Takahashi’s case from 2017 

In 2015 Matsuri Takahashi, a 24-year-old employee of Dentsu killed herself by jumping out 

of a corporate dormitory window. She had worked in the company for just eight months, and 

during the last month before her death she worked for more than 100 hours of overtime. 

Takahashi had published many tweets on her Twitter account stating that she was tired of 

overwork and wanted to die. 127  She had also complained to her supervisors about the 

unbearable overwork which only resulted to workplace harassment.128 On 30th of September 

 
124 McGuire (2012), pp. 3–4. 
125 See e.g. Chen et al. (2008), pp. 147–150, or West (2005), p. 223–225. 
126 See for example Kondo (2010), p. 649; Yang et al. (2018), p. 349. 
127 Mason (2019), p. 885. 
128 Ibid. 
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2017 the local Labour Standards Inspection Office found that Takahashi’s death was caused 

by excessive overtime work.  

In July 2017 the prosecutors took the case to the Tokyo Summary Court.129 The court made 

an exceptional decision to trial Dentsu in an open proceeding instead of the regular summary 

court order, which is normally used in cases where prosecutors seek for fines.130 In October 

2017, Tokyo Summary Court ruled Dentsu to pay a fine of 500,000 yen131 due to causing 

the death of their employee.132 The judge of the case found that illegally long working hours 

were becoming a norm in Dentsu and that it should not be overlooked.  

The case was not appealed, and there is no other court case pending. Matsuri’s mother, 

Yukimi Takahashi, did want her daughter’s supervisor to be sentenced for his actions, but 

the court dismissed the case. Since the proceedings ended already in the Tokyo Summary 

Court this makes Takahashi’s case different from Oshima’s case in which his parents 

actively pursued for compensation for the loss of their son. However, in this case, Yukimi 

Takahashi chose a different way of action.133 She had been very actively present in the media 

promoting for actions against karōjisatsu. For four years in a row on the day of her 

daughter’s death she has been writing and giving speeches against overwork, and she also 

published a book134 of her daughter’s death. She has expressed herself in a clear and strong 

way: for example, in her blog text she wrote “I wonder why the government and Dentsu 

couldn't have made these work-style reforms while Matsuri was still alive. If these changes 

had been made a reality, Matsuri could have been living and contributing to society as she 

worked toward her dreams”.135  

Not only has Yukimi Takahashi been active in the media but she has also actively giving 

comments regarding the work-style reform bills and requesting for more efforts to fight 

against unreasonably long working hours and harassment at work. In 2018 she was accepted 

 
129 Summary courts handle mostly small claims civil cases (less than 1,4 million yen) and minor criminal 

offenses. 
130 Asahi Shimbun 電通、罰金５０万円判決 東京簡裁、違法残業を認定. 
131 Approximately 3,900€ at the time of the judgment. 
132 Dentsu was sentenced on violating also three other employees’ working hour limitations, and thus the fine 

was 500,000 yen instead of the 300,000-yen maximum set by the Labour Standards Act. 
133 Based on the court publications regarding Takahashi’s case it is not completely clear whether Takahashi’s 

mother received compensation from Dentsu for causing her daughter’s death. At least the Tokyo Summary 

Court did not order Dentsu to pay any compensation for her. 
134 高橋 幸美, 川人 博: 過労死ゼロの社会を―高橋まつりさんはなぜ亡くなったのか。ISBN978-4-89-

772-300-6. 
135 Mainichi Shimbun まつりさん母「娘いない２度目のＸｍａｓ」 

https://mainichi.jp/articles/20171225/k00/00m/040/102000c.  

https://mainichi.jp/articles/20171225/k00/00m/040/102000c
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as a member of the Council for Promotion of Measures for Karōshi, etc. Prevention, which 

was established by the MHLW. The way Yukimi Takahashi has acted is an interesting 

phenomenon as when it comes to suicide cases Japanese people tend avoid publicity. This 

could be one of the reasons why the case has been actively cited in the media for such a long 

time and what makes Yukimi Takahashi’s effort worth noticing. In a sense this is also a 

direct continuation from Matsuri Takahashi’s tweets as her mother continues to keep the 

problem in public discussion. 

What makes this case different from Oshima’s case is that the victim was a woman. This has 

not been common: for example, in a study of karōjisatsu cases in 2005, out of 22 suicide 

victims there was only one woman.136 Studies have shown that men are in general more 

prone to kill themselves.137 However, it is possible that women are underrepresented in 

karōjisatsu numbers due to the fact that women do not tend to have a long career in Japan 

and also because the families are often more dependent on the husband’s earnings.138 If more 

women were to stay longer in working life and also bring more financial contribution to the 

family, it could be that there would also be more women committing karōjisatsu unless the 

current policies are changed. 

4.3 The articles of the Japanese newspapers 

Both newspapers published articles on the court decisions. In relation to Oshima’s case both 

newspapers released several articles on the day of the ruling. As for the second case, only 

Asahi Shimbun reported about it on the same day as the ruling; Yomiuri Shimbun described 

the case in their paper on the next day. This is probably because the decision was given at 

three o’clock in the afternoon. Both Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun published an 

article regarding a white paper from the government on 6th of October 2017. 

Next, I will go through all the articles. The articles are referred to with their original Japanese 

titles and English translations for these articles are provided in the footnotes. First section 

will present the articles of Asahi Shimbun published regarding Oshima’s case from March 

2000 and then Takahashi’s case from 2017. After this I will assess the articles of Yomiuri 

 
136 Amagasa et al. (2005), p. 158. 
137 This has been found in many studies, see e.g. Värnik, Peeter (2012) Suicide in the World, published in 

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 2012, 9(3), pp. 760–771. However, 

Amagasa et al. found that usually the rate for general suicide in only 2.6 times higher among men than women, 

and that the underrepresentation of women in the karōjisatsu numbers cannot be solely explained by sex. See 

Amagasa et al. (2005), p. 162. 
138 Amagasa et al. (2005), p. 162. 
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Shimbun in the same order. I chose to assess the articles in this order instead of looking first 

into all articles regarding Oshima’s case and then Takahashi’s case because this way it is 

easier to find out whether the newspaper has chosen to address the cases from a certain 

perspective. 

4.3.1 Asahi Shimbun 

4.3.1.1 Articles published on 25th of March 2000 

Asahi Shimbun published three articles and one two-sentence long column regarding 

karōjisatsu and the decision of the Supreme court in Oshima’s case. 

The first article, 過労自殺、会社に責任 賠償減額の２審破棄 最高裁が初判断,139 

is a summary of the court decision and its main arguments. This piece is purely descriptive 

with background information about the case and a lot of quotations from the court’s 

arguments. It also contained some of the phrases Oshima had said before he died. The paper 

brings up that the Supreme Court sent the case back to the Tokyo High Court because unlike 

the High Court it found that Oshima or his parents could not be held accountable for the 

suicide. This also meant that the compensations to Oshima’s parents rose. It also mentioned 

that this case is a precedent which will affect nearly 20 other lawsuits pending in different 

courts. At the end of the article there is a short quote from Dentsu Public Relations Office 

which stated that the company was not happy that its claims had not been approved. 

However, the presentative said that as this is the final decision the company will honour it 

and try to enhance its health management system in the future. Overall, the article is just 

descriptive and does not have original argumentation or commentary. 

The second article, 判決は企業への警告だ 過労自殺（社説）,140 is the editorial article 

of the paper. This text is very argumentative and appeals to the reader’s emotions with the 

phrases and words that are used. The article starts simply with the words “flexibility, 

reduction of working hours, real richness”141 and states that these words were commonly 

 
139 ”Karōjisatsu, company’s responsibility – The Supreme Court makes its first decision, abandons second 

trials’ reductions”. 
140 ”Judgment is a warning to companies – karōjisatsu (editorial)”. 
141 ゆとり、時短、本当の豊かさ――。 



 

38 

used when the economy was growing but have now been forgotten. It also uses strong words 

choices such as “hopefully”142 and “don’t repeat the tragedy”143.  

The text emphasises that the overwork problem is a norm and that it affects the entire society. 

While there are references to the court’s and Dentsu’s arguments the text does not seek to 

explain the details of the case as a whole but rather analyses some of the quotes on a larger 

scale. For example, it brings up that the High Court described Oshima’s personality as 

“serious” and “responsible” and based on these traits the court found that Oshima and his 

parents were partially responsible for his suicide. This fact is next analysed by pointing out 

that these traits are considered as virtues in the Japanese society and something that 

companies seek in employees. According to the article blaming parents or employees on this 

makes one wonder what kind of measures the parents should have taken and how much 

responsibility do they have to bear on their children after they have grown up and started 

their career.  

The article criticized how the lower courts had not considered the power difference between 

the parties (the other party being a large enterprise and the other one of its employee’s 

parents) and praised the Supreme Court for its stand on this issue. The article takes a strong 

stand on the issue stating that the Japanese workers work excessively and that this issue 

should be considered when the labour legislation is revised. 

Leaving overwork at employees’ own discretion and creating results-based evaluation 

systems are named as concerns which should be addressed. Many of the phrases are also 

addressed to all companies, such as eliminating the prejudice on individuals who see 

psychiatrics are failures. Also, companies’ responsibility in providing both physical and 

mental health care for their workers is emphasized.  

An interesting notice regarding this article is that it does not condemn Dentsu as a single 

company but broadens the problems on how the society has caused these kinds of situations. 

According to the article’s writer it is clear that this is not just a problem of one company, but 

an issue found in all businesses alike. The Supreme Court’s decision is a reason to bring this 

topic on the table which this article does in a powerful way. 

 
142 行われるよう望みたい. 

143 悲劇を繰り返さない. 
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The third article, 社員への転嫁許さず、過重労働社会に警鐘 電通自殺訴訟＜解説＞

,144  is more like the first article with many facts and quotes from the decision. The emphasis 

is on personality and mental health. It points out that companies seek and take advantage of 

serious and responsible employees by making them work excessively. The text tells that in 

1999 30,000 people committed a suicide, and out of these 6 % were estimated to be work-

related cases. This would mean that 1,800 persons killed themselves at least partially due to 

work, which is far greater number than the karōjisatsu cases that were officially 

compensated.145  

The text does reflect on some specific statements by the courts. It discusses about how Tokyo 

High Court thought that Oshima himself was partially to blame for his death, and how the 

Supreme Court found this to be incorrect. Companies’ responsibility in taking care of their 

employees is underlined and that this case should be taken as a warning to the society in 

which personnel reduction are becoming a norm which causes increasing pressure on the 

remaining workers. The text contains an emotional quote from the legal representative of 

Oshima’s parents: “It [the decision] is of great importance in encouraging surviving family 

who tend to fall asleep crying, and to promote prevention of overwork suicides”146. At the 

end of the article there are few remarks from Oshima’s father Hisamitsu, who states that he 

is impressed by the judgment and relieved that the Supreme Court refused the statements 

about the employee’s and his parent’s responsibilities in preventing the suicide. He also said 

that above all he wants an official apology from Dentsu. This article has no comments or 

arguments from Dentsu: it is clearly on Oshima’s, his parents, and on other suicide victim’s 

families’ side. 

Asahi Shimbun also has a short column called “Elementary particles” (素粒子), which gives 

brief sarcastic comments on recent events.147 This text also mentioned Oshima’s case in a 

slightly cryptic and critical way. The only two sentences long text stated that the Dentsu 

employee committed a karōjisatsu as he could not afford the feeling of emptiness, even 

 
144 “Do not push blame on employees, warning to overwork society – Dentsu suicide proceedings 

<Commentary>. 
145 See Figure 2 (Kondo (2010), p. 649). 
146 泣き寝入りしがちだった遺族を励まし、過労自殺の予防を進めていくうえでも大きな意義があ

る. 

147 https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/素粒子_(朝日新聞).  
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though he might have felt it inside. Even though this trail of thought is hard to grasp it is 

probable that it comments on the feelings Oshima might have had which no-one seemed to 

have noticed. The section also contained two other short phrases which were clearly related 

to Oshima’s case as the other one mentioned an employee committing a suicide. 

4.3.1.2 Articles published on 6th and 7th of October 2017 

Asahi Shimbun published five articles regarding karōjisatsu and the court decision on 

Takahashi’s case. This is quite a lot in comparison to Oshima’s case as this was only a lower 

court’s decision which did not have a strong impact on the legal decision making in 

karōjisatsu cases. However, two of the articles were about the revised white paper which 

means that there were actually same number of articles regarding Takahashi’s case as in 

Oshima’s case. 

The first article published on the 6th of October is about is about the updated white paper 

which the MHLW published on the same day regarding measures to prevent death from 

overwork and long working hours (過労死白書、１００ページ増 厚労省「電通事件

で対策強化」１７年版)148. The paper deals with both karōshi and karōjisatsu, and the 

article mentions that 191 persons died due to karōshi or karōjisatsu. Even though Dentsu is 

mentioned already in the title of the article, the article does not talk about Takahashi’s case. 

It explains in detail that this white paper concentrated on overwork problems especially in 

the transportation industry which suffers from labour shortage. In the middle of the text there 

is a short comment from a person in charge of the MHLW in which he states that even though 

the paper does not mention company names, it did contain four pages regarding Dentsu’s 

case of denying the overwork death of a new employee. The whole white paper was 380 

pages long which was approximately 100 pages more than the previous white paper. 

The second article from the 6th of October, 奪われた命、量刑は罰金５０万円…遺族

「法律の改正を」,149 is a long and detailed report directly from the courthouse of the 

hearing which took only 20 minutes. It is mainly descriptive and a detailed portrayal of how 

the case is handled and its backgrounds. However, despite its concrete representation of the 

 
148 “White paper on overwork death, 100 more pages – Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 

“Strengthening Countermeasures in Dentsu Incident” 2017 edition. 
149 ”Lost life, sentenced fine of 500,000 yen... Lost family: “Change the law””. 
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situation at hand it clearly stands on Takahashi’s side which can be seen in the way the 

reporter uses adjectives and stresses comments from the prosecutor. First, the reporter stated 

clearly that the fine of 500,000 yen seemed out of place considering that Takahashi’s life 

was lost. Second, there is a quote from the prosecutor stating that amongst other things in 

Dentsu’s employee guidelines it says that “Until you achieve your goal don’t let go of your 

work even you are killed.”150  Third, according to the prosecutor the company’s policy was 

to take difficult assignments even if it meant working late at night or during weekends. 

Lastly, the prosecutor stated that Dentsu failed to react to overwork despite knowing that it 

was becoming a norm in the whole company and even though the MHLW had given it 

notices to fix this issue. The article also contained some of the tweets Takahashi had posted 

before her death and a testimony by her colleague.  

Even though the prosecutor’s statements are brought up the article does also contain quotes 

of how Dentsu’s company president Toshihiro Yamamoto replies to these statements. It does 

seem though that Dentsu did not have that many counterarguments: company president 

Yamamoto apologized several times for what had happened and pledged in many ways that 

the company culture would be changed in the future. The text also describes some reactions 

by the people involved, such as that Yamamoto had a cryptic look on his face while the 

sentence was read by the judge and that the hearing ended with Takahashi’s mother, Yukimi 

Takahashi, holding back tears. When leaving the court room Yamamoto bowed to Yukimi 

and she stared at him immobile. At the end there are also comments from Yamamoto and 

Yukimi outside of the courthouse where Yamamoto repeated his goal of changing the 

company policies and Yukimi stating that the company’s crime has now been proven and 

that she would like the law to be changed.  

The following three articles were published on the 7th of October.  

The third article, 電通に有罪判決 罰金５０万円 「違法残業 常態化」 東京簡

裁,151  describes once again the court proceedings. It also explains in more detail how Dentsu 

has been dealing with overwork issues, and how the employees and Takahashi’s mother 

reacted to the decision. First, the text explains that the Labour Standards Inspection Office 

gave Dentsu notices in 2014–2015 because at least 1,400 of its employees were working 

 
150 「取り組んだら放すな、殺されても放すな、目的完遂までは……」. 
151 “Dentsu convicted, fine of 500,000 yen, “Normalization of illegal overtime”, Tokyo Summary Court.” 
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illegal overtime. Dentsu did not want to be listed it as a “malicious company”152 which the 

Labour Standards Office could do if there is no reaction to its notices, because it could have 

lost its Paralympic related assignments. But instead of hiring more employees or reducing 

working hours Dentsu admitted that they decided to leave the problem to be solved by the 

department managers and employees themselves. The text also brings up the fact that usually 

these kinds of decisions by the summary courts are dealt behind closed doors without any 

audience, but in this case the judge decided to have the hearing openly so anyone could come 

and listen to the decision. This is because the court found that in this case it would be 

unreasonable to treat the case with only written hearing. 

It was mentioned that Dentsu punished company president Yamamoto and two other persons 

from the company by cutting their monthly salaries by 20 % for 3–6 months. 

Some of the employees of Dentsu had been interviewed regarding Takahashi’s karōjisatsu. 

These employees state that after they heard what had happened, they understood that the 

company’s working culture is not acceptable. One of the employees wishes that the middle 

management would control overwork more and thought that this could help to reduce 

overwork. Another employee states that company’s interests should not be prioritized over 

the well-being of the employees and that companies should strive only when they can do 

good job in a limited time. 

At the last part of the article there are comments from company president Yamamoto, 

Takahashi’s mother and some experts. Once again, Yamamoto apologized to Takahashi’s 

family for what had happened and promised that the company culture would be changed. 

Yukimi Takahashi stated that the decision proved that companies are responsible for making 

their employees work illegally long working hours. Also, she mentioned that it had been 

recently certified that an employee of Japanese broadcasting company NHK (Nippon hōsō 

kyōkai) had died due to overwork. She reminded that there are several tragic karōjisatsu 

cases and that she hoped this decision would change working management in all companies. 

The fourth article, 電通、罰金５０万円判決 東京簡裁、違法残業を認定,153 has many 

similarities to the second and third article. Like article two it is a summary of the court 

 
152 悪質な企業. Also the term “Black company” (ブラック企業) is commonly used. This term is used in 

relation to companies which do not follow labour regulation properly. 
153 ”Dentsu sentenced to pay 500,000 yen – Tokyo summary court recognizes illegal overtime work.” 
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decision, but it is much shorter than the second article. The first part of the article explains 

same facts as in the third article regarding Dentsu and overwork. Regarding the court hearing 

the article mentions that the judge hoped that Dentsu as a big and renown company would 

like initiative in improving its working conditions.  

At the end of this article there are some of Takahashi’s mother’s comments from a press 

conference which was held after the court hearing. She wished for stronger penalties, and 

lawyer Hiroshi Kawahito confirmed that many ordinary citizens find that the fine of 500,000 

yen was not a sufficient punishment. There are also comments from other legal experts who 

believed that Dentsu would have to change its working style after the reform of labour 

legislation. It is also mentioned that this case would work as an example for other companies 

to understand the importance of labour management. 

The fifth and last article, 「労働時間把握、重要」過労死白書、残業抑制で指摘154, is 

about the White Paper on Measures to Prevent Death from Overwork. It does not mention 

Takahashi’s case or Dentsu at all. It is similar to the first article published on 6th of October, 

but this text contains more detailed numbers. The text comprises of explaining some points 

from the document. For example, it mentions that 20,000 employees working in private 

companies were interviewed in 2015 regarding their working hours and stress. When it 

comes to regular employees it turned out that those workers who were aware of their working 

hours worked less overtime than those who were not that aware of their working hours. 

Overwork was also 3–4 hours shorter if the hours had to be approved by manager. 

Other facts regarding overwork in the White Paper were that in 2016 191 died due to karōshi 

or karōjisatsu, which is 2 victims more than the year before. These causes of death were 

most common in transportation or postal industry (41 persons), manufacturing industry (35 

persons) and construction industry (23 persons). 

4.3.2 Yomiuri Shimbun 

4.3.2.1 Articles published on 25th of March 2000 

Yomiuri Shimbun published five articles regarding the decision of the Supreme court in 

Oshima’s case and karōjisatsu. 

 
154 “”The importance of understanding overworking hours” in Overwork White Paper – identifying overtime 

control”. 
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The first article, 電通の過労自殺 社員の健康、会社に注意義務 最高裁が初判断155, 

is a long description on the case. It has many quotes from the judgment highlighting the 

Supreme Court’s statements regarding employer’s responsibility in taking care of their 

employees physical and mental health. It also discusses about the causality between 

Oshima’s suicide and his working conditions and brings up the arguments of Tokyo High 

Court in comparison to what the Supreme Court decided. There is detailed background 

information about Oshima, such as that he was in charge of negotiating with radio sponsors 

and that he worked until two a.m. on several days a week. The article mentions that in August 

before his death Oshima had stayed at the office for all night on eight days. At the end there 

is also a summary of how the case was handled in lower courts. The first instance, Tokyo 

District Court, found that the suicide was due to extraordinary long working hours, while 

Tokyo High Court stated that Oshima was prone to depression and that the allocation of 

working hours was left to the employees, but the recorded hours were erroneous. It 

mentioned that both Dentsu and Oshima’s parents appealed the decision to the Supreme 

Court because Tokyo High Court had reduced the compensations by 30 % from the decision 

of Tokyo District Court. 

This text does not contain original arguments on the subject, and it does not take Oshima’s 

nor Dentsu’s side. It does point out that this will affect the approximately 10 pending 

karōjisatsu lawsuits and that this is the first case in which the Supreme Court has 

acknowledged company’s responsibility regarding karōjisatsu. 

The second article, 電通過労自殺訴訟判決 サービス残業の常態化に警告 企業に

ケア求める（解説）156, is a commentary on the case. It starts with a subtopic “Employee 

responsibility is no excuse”157. The text brings up and analyses three aspects of the Supreme 

Court’s decision: the truth about long time overwork, causal relationship between overwork 

and suicide, and company’s responsibility. It then proceeds to assessing how these topics 

appear in the society. It describes the society and its attitudes and has some comments from 

experts.  

 
155 “Dentsu’s overwork suicide – employee health, duty of care to the company – first decision of the 

Supreme Court”. 
156 “Decision on Dentsu overwork suicide lawsuit – Warning about normalization of overtime work – 

Demanding care from companies (commentary)”. 
157 「社員の裁量」弁明認めず. 
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The first part of the article describes Japanese culture. It notes that it is difficult to interpret 

what counts into the working hours as free “overtime service”158 is common amongst white-

collar businesses. According to the article it is up to the employees to define how much 

overtime service they perform which makes it even harder to know what the actual working 

hours are. When it comes to Oshima’s case, the patrol report of the security guard was an 

important piece of evidence and it proved that Oshima had worked extremely long days. 

However, the article notes that this is not the case for many employees who are immersed 

into work and cannot get a testimony that would be disadvantageous to the company. 

As for the causality the article brings up the Supreme Court’s statements that “long-term 

chronic fatigue and stress may lead to depression” and “causality is recognized unless there 

are special circumstances that indicate that volition did not work”. It also says that based on 

the judgments of the first and second instance the MHLW has been able to change its 

assessment of causality between the work situation and the victim’s actions. 

The article next notes that this judgment puts high liability on the company and states that it 

is the company’s responsibility to take care of the employees’ mental health and control 

working hours. It also had a quote saying that the company cannot argue anymore that “the 

overwork was due to the selfishness of the employee and the company did not know about 

it”159.  

At the latter part it states that now working styles are becoming more diverse and working 

hours are deregulated. The flexible working hours system, which determines wages on 

results and achievements, will be expanded next month. It also says that as the number of 

employees is decreasing and as the burden on the remaining individuals rises, the company 

has a responsibility to take care of the employees including mental health. The ruling showed 

that companies cannot put blame on the worker by pleading that it is his own responsibility 

to make sure he does not work too many overtime hours. 

In the end there is a quote from an economic commentator, who says that this judgment is a 

welcome warning for companies not to place company’s freedom higher than employees’ 

freedom. He points out that it is difficult to change jobs in Japan and the employees must 

 
158 サービス残業. 

159 「サービス残業は社員の勝手で、会社は関知しない」といった言い逃れは通用しないことにな

る. 
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agree on the requirements of the employer as they may not be able to find another job. His 

last remark is that corporations should be more liability when it comes to overtime work. 

In total the article has argumentation, but it does not really take sides. The emphasis though 

seems to be on the company’s responsibility and not on the suffering of the worker. 

The third article, ［社説］過労自殺で問われた企業責任160, is the editorial article. It 

maps the backgrounds of overwork suicides and explains the prevailing situation and its 

problems. In the beginning there are facts from the judgment in a similar way to the first 

article. In this article, however, there are some comments in the description: the author states 

that this decision will have a major effect on the overwork issues in the white-collar worker 

companies. 

Next the article describes the problems of Japanese working environment in relation to 

overwork and especially discretionary working style. It emphasizes that in this case the 

employee was working in a discretionary work style in which he was responsible of reporting 

his overwork hours. The writer notes that this kind of work style is expanding and turning 

more common amongst the white-collar workers and that the reformed Labour Standard Act 

will make it applicable to several types of work such as research and design. Also, it is argued 

that this is due to the change in employment system where wages are not based on seniority 

but on performance.  

Like the Supreme Court this article demands management responsibility. However, it also 

notes that the labour union of Dentsu is weak, and that a former lawyer who represented the 

employee side stated that the union was silent despite being aware of the problem and did 

nothing on the matter. In the article it is explained that according to a survey made by the 

JTUC-RENGO only 5 % of labour unions have a body that handles complaints regarding 

discretionary labour. Still around 180,000 workers have filed these kinds of complaints 

through “Help Net”, an internet webpage created by the National Union of General Workers. 

The reporter states that he wants to bring up these kinds of new experiments on the stage and 

believes that the Supreme Court’s decision will have a great significance in the development 

of Japanese working environment. 

 
160 ””Editorial” Corporate responsibility in overwork suicide”. 
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To sum up, this article had many arguments and statements about the topic. It focused on 

certain aspects and looked at the issue from large scale instead of analyzing thoroughly the 

specifics of this case (though it did specifically mention that the labour union of Dentsu was 

weak). 

The fourth article, 電通「過労自殺」最高裁判決の要旨161, has a very different kind of 

approach to the topic. Even though the headline says that it is a summary of the case it 

discusses more on the importance of maintaining good mental health in working life. It is 

split into three points.  

First the text starts by reminding that the Labour Standards Act contains restrictions on 

working hours and that article 65-3 of the Industrial Safety and Health Act states “An 

employer must endeavor to make considerations for the health of workers and properly 

manage their work.”. This article is not entitled to just certain types of businesses but covers 

all kind of work. This means that the employer and the person who has direct authority and 

supervision over the employees must take care that they are not physically or mentally 

harmed due to excessive accumulation of fatigue and psychological burden. 

Second part deals with the personality of the worker. According to the article, the employer 

should take the employee’s characteristics into account when deciding and assigning tasks. 

The direct supervisor of the worker is in a critical position to confirm that this is taken into 

consideration. Even though the court will not base its decision on the personality it is taken 

into consideration when analyzing the working conditions of the workers. 

Third section of the article states that Oshima joined Dentsu after graduating from university 

as an independent individual and out of his own free will. It also notes that even though the 

plaintiffs (Oshima’s parents) lived with him it is not easy to claim that they could have 

improved Oshima’s situation. 

The article is not very long, but its structure is complicated, and it is not quite clear whether 

the author is criticizing or advising the employers. Despite its title it is definitely not a 

summary of the court decision in the traditional sense. 

 
161 ”Summary of the court decision in Dentsu overwork suicide case”. 
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The fifth and final article, 電通過労自殺  ８年半、父の執念実る 162 , had many 

comments from experts and from the family of Oshima. It starts with relieved remarks from 

Oshima’s father Hisamitsu, who expresses his delight in the court’s decision. Later in the 

article the backgrounds of the case are explained from the father’s perspective: how he felt 

from the beginning that the company had caused his son’s suicide, how he and his attorney 

devoted their lives to the case, and how Dentsu’s president did not reply to his written 

inquiries after the suicide. It is mentioned in the article that Dentsu’s Public Relation Office 

commented the decision by saying that they will take the judgment seriously as it is given 

by the final instance. On the other hand, Dentsu Labour Union’s chairman stated that even 

though there have been some improvements since the trial began overtime tends to increase. 

At the end of the text there are some facts and arguments in relation to karōjisatsu. It states 

that overwork suicides amongst white-collar workers are increasing: the number of suicides 

in 1998 was 32,900, and out of these 1,900 were cases which involved work problems such 

as overwork. The article claims that companies value results over working hours which may 

lead to overtime work becoming a norm. In 2000 when this article was released karōjisatsu 

related insurance applications hit a record number of 74, out of which seven were recognized 

as karōjisatsu and in five cases it was stated that the employees had chronically long working 

hours. The final quote is from a senior researcher in the Japan Institute for Labour Policy 

and Training, who states that it is difficult to keep track of working hours as working styles 

are diversifying. He also says that the responsibility of supervising managers will be heavier 

than before. 

4.3.2.2 Articles published on 7th of October 2017 

Yomiuri Shimbun did not publish any articles on the court decision regarding Takahashi’s 

case on the day of the trial on 6th of October. A day after the decision the newspaper 

published only one article about the case. Another article was also published on the 7th of 

October regarding the revised white paper which deals with overwork deaths, but it did not 

mention Takahashi’s case at all. 

The first article, 過労死「運輸業」最多 １７年白書,163 is about the reformed white 

paper regarding karōjisatsu prevention which had been published on 6th of October. This 

 
162 ” Dentsu overwork suicide – father’s eight-and-a-half-year tenacity pays off”. 
163 “Overwork death most common in transportation industry – White Paper of 2017”.  
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article is purely descriptive and brings up some statistical facts from the white paper. It 

mentions that 191 people died of karōshi or karōjisatsu in 2016. There are also detailed 

explanations regarding the causes of death in transportation industry such as high and low 

temperatures or excessive overwork in holiday season. At the end of the article there is a 

mention that in an analysis of 2,000 cases of mental health issues such as work stress it 

turned out that most of these cases were in the manufacturing industry (349), wholesale and 

retail trade (290) and medical and welfare (230). There is no mention about Takahashi’s case 

or about white-collar workers suicides. 

The second article, 電通の働き方改善期待 簡裁有罪判決 利益優先の体質批判＝

東京,164 which was published on the 7th of October discusses about Takahashi’s case. This 

article does not have many quotations from the court’s decision. It concentrates on how 

Dentsu has prioritised corporate profits and disregarded the well-being of its employees. The 

text mentions that Labour Standards Inspection Office had issued a notice to Dentsu about 

its overworking hours, but the company did not change its ways. An official from Dentsu 

argued that the company could not reduce working hours while maintaining working quality, 

and thus they chose not to act despite the notice. 

However, the article also brings up the fact that Dentsu had started to improve its working 

conditions in late 2016 after it became clear that Takahashi had committed a suicide. It notes 

that the company had requested feedback from its employees for ideas to how to change the 

corporate culture and strived for reducing working hours while keeping up the quality of the 

work. The article also has two comments from the employees of Dentsu. The other one 

believed that Takahashi’s case was a lesson to learn from and that there is a strive to produce 

results in short amount of time. However, the other employee was sceptical about change 

and stated that there is resistance in reforming and reducing the workload. 

What sticks out of the article is that the text hardly mentions Takahashi and concentrates 

mostly on what Dentsu had done and is doing now. The article is quite descriptive and looks 

onto the issue from Dentsu’s perspective.  

  

 
164 “Expectations for Dentsu to improve their workstyle – Summary Court conviction – Criticism of profit-

oriented culture = Tokyo”. 
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5. Analysis 

Based on the literature and articles from Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun I will next 

analyse whether these provide any answers to the question why Japanese workers do so 

many overtime hours that it may lead to so extreme action as to kill oneself. The objective 

is to see whether the articles brought up any similar ideas than the ones that have been 

discussed in prior research. The subject of interest is especially in what reasons were named 

to cause karōjisatsu and how the reporters and ordinary Japanese citizens saw karōjisatsu. 

Last part of this section will have suggestions for further research on the topic. 

Altogether 15 articles and one short column were published. Eight articles dealt with 

Oshima’s case, four were about Takahashi’s case, and three about the revised white paper. 

These articles were split quite evenly between the newspapers as Asahi Shimbun published 

eight and Yomiuri Shimbun seven articles. Asahi Shimbun had three articles regarding both 

Oshima’s and Takahashi’s cases, and two articles regarding the white paper, whereas 

Yomiuri Shimbun published five articles about Oshima’s case, one regarding Takahashi’s 

case, and one about the white paper. 

In this section the articles will be presented by topic instead of analysing them separately by 

newspapers. First analysis will be about Oshima’s case, then Takahashi’s case, and lastly the 

articles regarding the revised white paper. This way it is easier to compare the themes that 

were brought up in the articles regarding same cases. 

5.1 How the topic was covered in the newspapers 

Oshima’s case was covered very broadly. Both newspapers had several articles which 

described the case in detail. The case was a precedent from the Supreme Court on the topic 

and had a major effect on how these cases are dealt with both in the Labour Standard Office 

and in courts.  

In some of its articles Asahi Shimbun appealed to the reader’s emotions by emphasizing how 

this is a problem which affects the society as a whole and that everyone should make a 

difference. Yomiuri Shimbun was more neutral and concentrated on factual details. 

However, it brought up negative facts relating to Dentsu such as that the Dentsu Labour 

Union had stated that despite some reforms overwork still tends to pile up. Both papers had 

comments from Oshima’s father and some experts. In this case there were no comments 
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from other employees from Dentsu, which could be because it was already eight-and-a-half 

years since Oshima had killed himself. Both newspapers indicated that karōjisatsu is a 

nationwide problem and not just something that occurred within Dentsu. 

Asahi Shimbun gave Takahashi’s case a lot of attention by publishing three articles. There 

was a long report directly from the courthouse which was published on the day of the 

decision, and two other articles which had interviews and comments. The articles were 

clearly empathetic towards Takahashi. None of the articles brought up any concrete changes 

that Dentsu had done or would do. The company president Yamamoto was mentioned 

several times, but the only quotes from him related to apologizing for what had happened 

and vague promises that things would change. Especially article number four165 focused on 

change from employees’ perspective. All the comments from Takahashi’s mother and legal 

experts stated that the current punishments are not considered to be sufficient and that Dentsu 

would have to change its ways after the Work Style Reform comes into effect. All in all, the 

articles of Asahi Shimbun did have a critical attitude towards Dentsu.  

The only article Yomiuri Shimbun published was critical towards Dentsu. It reminded that 

the company had been warned by the Labour Standards Inspection Office, but they chose 

profits instead of workers’ wellbeing. There are two major differences between this article 

and the articles Asahi Shimbun published. First, Yomiuri Shimbun hardly mentioned 

Takahashi. Second, the text concentrated on Dentsu: how it had acted before and what it had 

done after Takahashi’s case had officially been recognized as a karōjisatsu. It brings up the 

positive actions such as requesting feedback from employees in how things could be changed 

in the company but remains vague on whether and how these suggestions have been 

perceived by the management. There are two comments from employees, the first one being 

optimistic about change while the second one is more sceptical. The article remains neutral 

and it seems that it does not want to glorify Takahashi in any way. It is also noteworthy that 

this article was published the day after the court decision which implies that the newspaper 

did not find the case important enough to write about it on the day of the judgment. 

Asahi Shimbun published two articles and Yomiuri Shimbun one article regarding the 

revised White Paper on Measures to Prevent Death from Overwork in 2017. These texts 

contained many numbers and facts from the original documents. Asahi Shimbun's article 

from 6th of October 2017 mentioned Dentsu in the title of the article and there was a short 

 
165 電通、罰金５０万円判決 東京簡裁、違法残業を認定. 
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mention about it in the actual writing. Other than that, Dentsu or the karōjisatsu victims were 

not mentioned in these articles. 

All the articles which discussed about the white paper were quite neutral and did not bring 

up any original argumentation about the topic. The facts from the white paper were quite 

similar; Asahi Shimbun did raise up the notion that those employees whose managers had to 

approve their overtime hours worked 3–4 less overtime in comparison to those workers who 

controlled their hours by themselves. The employees have highlighted this point in other 

surveys.166 However, based on these articles it is not clear whether the white paper had any 

concrete suggestions for authorities or companies regarding what they could do in order to 

reduce overwork which would presumably also reduce suicides caused by overwork. 

There were notable differences in how the newspapers reported about the cases. Some of the 

texts were pure summaries of the court decisions while others were surprisingly passionate 

editorials. The articles were mainly on the victims’ side, but some of them brought up 

Dentsu’s point of view and actions to fix its problems. One surprise was that none of the 

articles from 2017 mentioned Oshima’s case. Even though several years have passed and 

Japan had changed in many ways167, as the cases are so similar and occurred in the same 

company one could have expected that this would have been mentioned. One could have 

expected this especially from Asahi Shimbun which had clearly more critical attitude 

towards Dentsu. This could have also worked as a comparison of what had or had not 

changed in the society. As for what had changed in Dentsu would probably be difficult to 

assess but looking more thoroughly into the changes in economy and political decision 

making could have provided some material for analysis.  

Both newspapers had one article regarding the white paper of overwork deaths of 2000. In 

2017 Asahi Shimbun had two articles about the revised white paper while Yomiuri had one 

article. As for the karōjisatsu cases themselves Asahi Shimbun had two articles and a column 

about Oshima’s case and three articles about Takahashi’s case while Yomiuri Shimbun had 

four articles about Oshima’s case and one article about Takahashi’s case.  

 
166 See page 28 of this paper. 
167 Some examples of differences are that in 1990s there was the burst of the economic bubble, which had 

major effect back then, and on the other hand the number of employees has constantly diminished in the 21st 

century. 
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The newspaper articles discussed about the topic in a consistent way. The texts concentrated 

mainly on the courts’ arguments, but there were also original comments and arguments 

regarding overwork and how the society sees this issue. 

While both Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun provided original commentary, Asahi 

Shimbun had more impassioned argumentation than Yomiuri Shimbun. In some of its 

articles and especially in the editorial regarding Oshima’s case positive adjectives were used 

to describe the victim whereas Dentsu was strongly criticized. Yomiuri Shimbun’s angle of 

approach was in all of its articles quite neutral, but some parts of the texts seemed to take 

Dentsu’s side. One big difference was also that Asahi Shimbun interviewed and quoted the 

bereaved family members several times whereas Yomiuri Shimbun had only one article 

where Oshima’s parents commented on the Supreme Court’s decision.  

The biggest difference between the publications was that Yomiuri Shimbun had only one 

short article regarding Takahashi’s case while Asahi Shimbun had three articles about the 

case. This can be examined from different angles: on the one hand this was just one decision 

by a summary court, and it will not be a legal precedent. On the other hand, this was an 

exceptional case in the sense that the hearing was open, and anyone could attend it. Even 

though the case was not a legal precedent it did have a message to other companies: if you 

break the law this way you can get a public punishment. In this case, public hearing was the 

true punishment for Dentsu. Which leads us to the legal punishment of a fine of only 500,000 

yen. This amount is nothing to a company with revenue of over 939 billion yen.168 In other 

words, the problem with the publicity of this decision could be that the overtime hours are 

not reduced because from the perspective of a large company this fine is insignificant. There 

was also no broader discussion on the fact that this kind of publicity could tarnish the 

company’s brand.169 The only mention regarding this was that Takahashi’s case was decided 

publicly instead of the usual way of deciding the case behind closed doors. 

When it comes to the facts about the case both newspapers brought up similar things. 

However, one difference was in the articles regarding Oshima’s case was that Asahi 

Shimbun claimed there are around 20 pending karōjisatsu cases in other courts while 

Yomiuri Shimbun stated that there are approximately 10 pending cases. This is not a huge 

 
168 The revenue of 2019, see https://www.group.dentsu.com/en/news/release/000209.html.  
169 Actually, up to 2019 Dentsu’s revenue was constantly rising: in 2016 it was 838 billion yen, in 2017 929 

billion yen, and in 2018 1.019 billion yen. See https://www.statista.com/statistics/277620/dentsu-revenue/.  

https://www.group.dentsu.com/en/news/release/000209.html
https://www.statista.com/statistics/277620/dentsu-revenue/
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difference. Nevertheless, it may show some kind attitude towards the issue when presumably 

one paper rounds up the number while the other rounds it down. 

The articles remained on descriptive level. Some topics which were presented earlier in this 

paper also emerged in the articles such as deregulation and management of working hours, 

weakness of the labour union, and the importance of the company management. However, 

it is not possible to say based on these articles what should or could be changed on the long 

run. For example, there was nothing about the rigidity of the employment system in which 

it is not easy to change jobs for employees. This could indicate that this kind of change is 

out of question in Japan even though it could help to improve the employees’ position in 

negotiating about working conditions. 

It could be that articles which were published several days later after the court’s had given 

their decisions in both Oshima’s and Takahashi’s case have more concrete suggestions. As 

was shown in Figure 1 on the introduction, both newspapers published exceptional number 

of articles regarding karōjisatsu in 2017. It seems though that the conversation has grown 

weaker since 2018. This could also indicate that there is less argumentation regarding the 

needed change in the work market and the employment system in Japan. One reason for this 

could be that the Work Style Reform came to force in 2019. At this stage it is not yet certain 

whether and to what extent companies have changed their ways after this. It could also be 

that companies have changed their ways, or that they settle the cases with the bereaved 

families in order to keep it out of publicity and courts. As was mentioned several times in 

this paper, suicide caused by overwork is a sensitive topic and most people do not want to 

have media exposure to their cases. The silence of the examined newspapers could be a 

cultural phenomenon typical for Japanese society. 

5.2 Further research 

This research is but a scratch on the matter and further exploitation on the theme would be 

necessary to draw solid conclusions. There are various viewpoints for further research which 

could concentrate for example on the legal and social aspects of karōjisatsu. 

A broader lookup into Japanese newspaper articles on the topic from a longer period could 

be enlightening. It would be especially interesting to know how the conversation has 

developed after the recent changes to the Labour Standards Act. Also, wider analysis of 

several Japanese newspapers on the topic could enlighten the situation more deeply.  
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A more thorough analysis of all the articles written on the topic between the court cases 

could be fruitful. Also, an analysis on how the relatives of the victims or the companies have 

been present in the media could be a topic worth researching. For example, Yukimi 

Takahashi, the mother of Matsuri Takahashi, has been actively promoting for actions against 

excess overtime hours. On the other hand, it took almost 9 years before Dentsu admitted 

publicly that it was responsible for Ichiro Oshima’s suicide,170 and in Matsuri Takahashi’s 

case, they admitted fault in the trial 2 years after her suicide.171 

Conducting interview or surveys on people working in Japanese companies or experts on the 

topic could as well give different aspects and maybe a more concrete approach to be 

analysed. Comparative studies with other countries would also show whether the Japanese 

way of working is unique or is it just a myth. There are many other countries with high 

suicide numbers such as South-Korea, Hungary and Finland.172 The interesting question is 

whether karōjisatsu is just a national phenomenon in Japan or could this kind of trend of 

suicides caused by overwork be spreading because of the changes in the modern societies. It 

could be that some differences in working culture may be crucial when it comes to assessing 

karōjisatsu, such as whether the labour market is flexible and allows the employees to move 

from one company to another frequently or whether the employees tend to stay in one 

company for their whole career. 

Hori et al. note that positive aspects of workers’ mental health has not been sufficiently 

researched in Japanese context. Even though mental illness and suicide have received 

scrutiny the research perspective concentrates on the problems and preventive measures such 

as limiting overwork. Hori et al. find that other ways of promoting positive measures should 

also be analysed in broader perspective.173 

 

  

 
170 See https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2000/06/24/national/dentsu-admits-fault-in-worker-suicide/.  
171  See https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/09/22/national/crime-legal/dentsu-chief-admits-ad-giant-

guilty-ignoring-illegal-levels-overtime/.  
172 See e.g. https://data.oecd.org/healthstat/suicide-rates.htm and https://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-

prevention/japan_story/en/.  
173 Hori et al. (2019), p. 2. 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2000/06/24/national/dentsu-admits-fault-in-worker-suicide/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/09/22/national/crime-legal/dentsu-chief-admits-ad-giant-guilty-ignoring-illegal-levels-overtime/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/09/22/national/crime-legal/dentsu-chief-admits-ad-giant-guilty-ignoring-illegal-levels-overtime/
https://data.oecd.org/healthstat/suicide-rates.htm
https://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-prevention/japan_story/en/
https://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-prevention/japan_story/en/
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6. Conclusions 

Working is a major part of people’s life. Most of us spend at least one third of our weekdays 

at work. It defines our daily schedule and affects our ways of perceiving the world around 

us. It should be no surprise to anyone that working culture affects one’s physical and mental 

health in many ways. Even if one would stay physically healthy pressure and too high 

expectations may lead to the deterioration of mental health. A sound mind in a sound body 

is a saying which should be remembered while creating, maintaining, and developing 

working environment and culture. 

Both court cases which were analysed in this paper were tragedies which no individuals, 

companies, or families want to be confronted with. Probably due to this while the 

argumentation in the newspapers contains many facts it is also affected by emotional 

statements. However, the reports were still mainly descriptive and cautious. One may claim 

they stayed mainly on the surface of this difficult and sensitive issue. 

The goal of this paper has not been to criticize Japanese working culture as whole. There are 

many good characteristics, such as strong commitment and sense of community to mention 

a few. It is probable that most companies and public entities follow the regulation and let 

their employees have proper breaks and holidays. However, based on the findings of this 

paper there are still problems to be solved. 

Overwork is sometimes necessary in order to finish large projects. Due to this it is no wonder 

that the legislation has left the employers the opportunity to have employees perform 

overtime when it is necessary to deliver some specific assignments or projects in a tight 

schedule. But when overwork turns chronic and it is used to compensate the lack of labour 

force it should not be acceptable. The fines which are defined in the Labour Standards Act 

seem awfully low in comparison to the damage overtime hours may cause to individual 

employees and their families.  

It is true that Dentsu has taken measures to tackle its issues. Since November 2016 the 

company has assessed in its “Working Environment Reform” some topics relating to the 

well-being of the employees such as calculating their working hours and spent holidays.174  

 
174 See https://www.dentsu.com/whoweare/working_environment_reform.html.  

https://www.dentsu.com/whoweare/working_environment_reform.html
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However, what is really happening in the company is hard to know. There are cases in which 

the bereaving family of the victim does not want any publicity for the case. For example, 

Sankei Shimbun reported a case from 2013 in which an employee of Dentsu had died due to 

overwork. However, when they questioned Dentsu about the case the company answered 

that the family of the dead employee did not want Dentsu to give comments on the case.175 

It could very well be that there are even more cases which the public will never know of. 

Only time will tell whether the company has chosen to change its working culture. 

It is also important to note that Dentsu is not the only company with problems in controlling 

overtime work and employees committing karōjisatsu. However, if big enterprises such as 

Dentsu do not respect the law and this leads to suicides of employees, it is very likely that 

other large companies will not do it either. Tens of families have applied for compensation 

from the Public Occupational Accident Insurance System based on karōjisatsu. Even if all 

of these cases are not recognized as overwork suicides it is probable that most of the 

employees did work overtime which to some extent damaged their mental health. As has 

been stated in this research it is also probable that many families do not apply for 

compensation or sue the employer even when they would have a reason to do so. 

It is not just the companies that should change their mindsets. If the society quietly accepts 

overwork and even sees it as something an employee should be doing in order to be praised 

and promoted, it is unlikely that change will occur any time soon. Both experts and 

employees have commented that even though reducing overtime hours would be good for 

everybody there will be resistance. As was mentioned earlier the company management has 

or should have reacted to overwork. It was brought up several times in Oshima’s case that 

he had a serious and responsible personality. This is generally a good thing and something 

that is highly valued in all societies. But what if these traits are taken advantage of on a 

cultural level in a society as a whole? 

This paper is showing one problem the Japanese work life is suffering. Further research 

should be conducted regarding the issue. Even though medical and psychological research 

is vital, this topic should also be examined from historical, sociological, and legal 

perspective. Suicides and especially overwork suicides have their roots in the social 

constructions of the society. Even if everything cannot be changed, some adjustments in the 

 
175 See https://www.sankei.com/affairs/news/161020/afr1610200026-n1.html.  

https://www.sankei.com/affairs/news/161020/afr1610200026-n1.html
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working culture and in the society as a whole are possible at least to some extent and they 

should be done. These changes can be small like providing education on the topic and better 

access to medical care. Larger changes in attitudes towards work and overwork cannot be 

reversed overnight as we can see from the way Dentsu continued to treat its employees. 

However, if the discussion continues in the society and is upheld in media and workplaces 

attitudes might change and working conditions may become more endurable for employees.     
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