
Compared to the rest of the world, workers in Japan are 
known to annually take paid leave at a rather low rate. In 
2001, 49.5% of Japanese workers annually took paid leave, 
on average [according to a 2002 study], 47.1% did so in 
2006 [according to a 2007 study], 48.1% did so in 2011 
[according to a 2012 study], 48.7% did so in 2016 [accord-
ing to a 2017 study], and 51.1% did so in 2017 [according 
to a 2018 study]1). Japan is a world leader in overtime2). In 
order to remain healthy while working, Japanese need to 
properly take leaves of absence.

Since the percentage of Japanese workers who annually 
take paid leave showed no signs of decreasing, the govern-
ment mandated that employers have workers take paid 
leave as part of a “reform of working patterns” in April 
20193). Workers who earn 10 or more days of paid leave a 
year must take 5 days of paid leave per year. If a company 
is found to be in violation, it is subject to a fine of up to 
300,000 yen. In 2019 [according to a 2020 study], 56.3% of 
workers who annually take paid leave1, 4). This is the highest 
percentage thus far and is presumably due to the effects of 
workers being mandated to take paid leave4).

Although workers are mandated to take paid leave, do 
workers actually take time off of work while purportedly on 
leave? Average overtime has been found to exceed 100 
hours a month, which is the limit on overtime (since any 
more overtime can lead to death from overwork), and 
workers have been found working on holidays5, 6). In a soci-
ety like this, workers are often unable to fully relax mental-
ly and physically. In the recent past, tele-working (working 

from home) has been recommended due to the effects of 
COVID-197), but tele-working can blur the distinction be-
tween working hours and private time. In fact, working 
long hours at home may not be treated as overtime. Thus, 
companies and workers need to clearly distinguish between 
working hours and private time/rest and recreation.

We have concluded that the percentage of Japanese 
workers who take paid leave cannot be fully ascertained by 
studies of workers alone. Detailed circumstances need to be 
ascertained, e.g., did the worker not come to work while on 
leave, did the worker do no work at all while at home or on 
vacation, and was the worker not contacted at all by his or 
her employer. In order to ascertain these circumstances, a 
study indicative of realities at the national level should be 
conducted in cooperation with relevant agencies. Based on 
those results, workers and companies should be given ap-
propriate advice and specific actions should be taken by 
workers and companies.
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