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Original Article

Regional Innovation by an Independent Public Health Nurse
Practitioner in Japan

Kazumasa Igura * Yuko Ohara 2 Suguru Okano **

Abstract: The majority of public health nurses in Japan operate under the auspices of some large
organization. The existing services provided by these public health nurses are at times unable to
serve the specific needs of certain residents of a community. Some nurses, however, are able to cater
very specifically to the needs of their patients as independent public health nurse practitioners
without affiliating themselves with any organization, but their numbers are exceedingly few.
Furthermore, it is a simple fact that virtually no reports of the activities of independent public health
nurse practitioners—individuals who provide a home for societally vulnerable individuals,
including the mentally disabled —exist. Thus, my first objective in this study is to report on the
practical work I have accomplished in the independent public health nursing practice I started in
2014 in Japan and continue to operate, and subsequently, discuss the role of independent public
health nurse practitioners in society. Additionally, I carried out interview surveys with individuals
working as independent public health nurse practitioners. My second objective in this study is to use
those interviews to clarify the initial merits of working as an independent public health nurse.

Key words: Independent public health nurse, Challenging, Housing provision, Community-based integral care

1. Introduction

In Japan, the right to life is codified in Article 25
of the Japanese Constitution, put into law in 1947:
“All people shall have the right to maintain the
minimum standards of wholesome and cultured
living.” However, a legal effort to encourage the
social rehabilitation of mentally disabled individuals
was passed only in 1987, as the Mental Health Law.
Further, a law codifying mentally disabled
individuals’ right to independence and social
participation was only passed in 1995, as the Mental
Health and Welfare Act. The history of health and
welfare policy for mentally disabled individuals in
Japan is as yet meager, and reports indicate that the
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fact that many communities do not possess the
capacity to receive and care for mentally disabled
individuals limits their ability to leave
institutionalized care [1]. In any case, in order for
mentally disabled individuals to be able to live in
their communities, they must be provided with a
home.

In Japan, the role of the public health nurse is
defined as follows: a professional who works to
support the health and quality of life of individuals,
communities, and through  health

health promotion, and

regions
management, illness
prevention. Public health nurses also provide
support to mentally disabled individuals who live in
their communities. An examination of the places of
work of the approximately 60,000 public health
nurses who operate in Japan reveals that 58.1% are
affiliated with a governmental
(healthcare center, municipality, etc.), 26.3% are
affiliated a medical institution (hospital, clinic, etc.),
and 7.1% are affiliated with companies [2]. In other
words, the vast majority of public health nurses in
Japan practice in affiliation with some large
organization. Reports have indicated that public

institution
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health nurses affiliated with organizations are “at
the mercy of a dizzyingly inconsistent system [3]”
and “are only permitted to operate within the limits
of their superiors’ imaginations” [4]; it is clear that
no insignificant number of rules and regulations
restrict the operative freedom of public health
nurses. Amid this status quo, in 1990, the first
independent public health nurses appeared:
practitioners who were able to cater very specifically
to the needs of their patients. However, no
nationwide research on independent public health
nurses has been carried out, and little understanding
of the actualities of their work exists. Even in
previously published research done by Oshiguri et
al. in 2012 [5], a web search for independent public
health nurses retrieved results for only 10 people,
and we can safely assume that not very many
independent public health nurses exist. Previous
activity reports of independent public health nurses
describe work related to mental health training and
consultation [6], to easily accessible medical
checkups [7], and to the management of public
health clinics for nursing women [8], among other
things. However, no activity reports of the work that
public health nurses do to provide a home or
residence for mentally disabled individuals exist.

Thus, my first objective in this study is to report
on the practical work I have accomplished in the
independent public health nursing practice I started
in 2014 in Japan and continue to operate, and in so
doing, discuss the role of independent public health
nurse practitioners in society.

Furthermore, as I have described above, of the
approximately 60,000 public health nurses in Japan,
the number of independent public health nurses was
merely 10 in 2012; our numbers are exceedingly few.
For this reason, I carried out interview surveys with
individuals working as independent public health
nurse practitioners; my second objective in this
study is to use those interviews to clarify the initial
merits of working as an independent public health
nurse. In particular, because independent public
health nurses are so few, I believe it is important to
understand what sort of merits await someone
immediately after they open their practice.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Methods for the Author’s Report of his Activities as
an Independent Public Health Nurse

Parand
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I will describe in detail one case study taken
from my work providing homes for the mentally
disabled and other societally vulnerable individuals.

2.2. Methods for Interview Survey of Independent Public
Health Nurses

2.2.1 Survey Targets

My research participants are defined as follows:
individuals who have opened or are in the process
of opening an independent public health nursing
practice in Japan, and individuals who consented to
participate in the research after finding and selecting
them using an internet/CiNiiArticles search for
“independent public health nurse.”
222 Survey Period and Data
Methodology

Using an interview guide developed by the
researcher, each independent public health nurse,
who consented to research participation, took partin
one semi-structured interview between August and
September 2017.

The interview proceeded thus. At the very
beginning, the number of years that the participant
had been practicing as an independent public health
had been
practicing for more than five years were asked about
“the work done during the first five years of your
practice and the things you felt were worth it at the
time,” as well as “the work during the first five years
of your practice that made you feel glad that you

Gathering

nurse was ascertained. Those who

chose to be an independent public health nurse.”
Those who had been practicing for less than five
years were asked the same questions, except up until
the present. Interviews were recorded using a digital
recorder after consent from the participant was
obtained.

2.2.3. Data Analysis Methodology

First, transcripts of the recorded interviews
were prepared. Next, interview contents were
carefully perused, and information conveyed by the
participant relevant to either of the two research
themes—work they felt was “worth it” and work
that made them feel glad they chose independent
public health nursing—was extracted verbatim and
assigned a code. These verbatim descriptions were
expanded
phrasing without distorting or altering their original
meaning. Data were organized according to

into clearer, more understandable
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meanings and concepts that different datapoints had
in common, and these groupings were used to label
and sort datapoints into subcategories and then
categories.

2.2.4 Ethical Considerations

This study was performed with the approval
of the ethics review board under whom the
for research

researcher  operates.

participation were

Requests

sought verbally (research
participation request form/consent form) with
research participants. In these requests, research
objectives, significance, the participant’s right to
freely consent or deny consent to participation as
well as their right to withdraw that consent at any
time, the ways in which their data would be used,
the ways in which research results would be
publicized, and information about privacy and
treatment of personal information were explained.
After explaining these concepts and obtaining an
indication that the participant understood them,
participants were asked to sign a research consent

form. Only then were interviews conducted.

3. Results

3.1. The Practical Work of Independent Public Health
Nurses

3.1.1 Impetus to Begin Working

In Japan, in accordance with the Services and
Supports for Persons with Disabilities Act,
independent support held in
communities by individuals involved in that field.
Therein, participants endeavor to properly
understand the reality of the lives of disabled
individuals in their community, identify issues
facing them, explore possible solutions, and engage
in activities aimed at real-life resolution. At the
independent support meetings attended by the
author, the difficulty that recently discharged
mentally disabled individuals had in finding a room
to rent was always brought up; it was a near constant
theme of discussion and was a big issue. Amidst

meetings are

these circumstances, at local family association
meetings, members proposed spending their own
money to build apartments in order to solve the
problem of housing for mentally disabled
individuals. The author also saw the elderly family
members of individuals being forced to barter off

Parand
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their pensions to various financial institutions as
they frantically searched for ways to best care for
their children. Ultimately, the plan to build
apartments became impossible to implement, for
financial and organizational reasons. Thus, with the
assistance of financial institutions and real estate
management companies, in 2014 the author began a
project to provide homes for mentally disabled
individuals and other socially vulnerable people.

3.1.2 Case Study

A strong typhoon had blown away the
corrugated sheet used to cover the eaves of a
particular house and had strewn fragments of it all
over the place. What little corrugated sheet
remained had been battered by the wind and rattled
constantly. This damage was first noticed not by the
tenant of the house (a mentally disabled individual)
but rather one of his neighbors; the neighbor then
called the neighborhood property management
company. Normally, in this sort of situation, the
management company makes a visit to the property
to apologize for any trouble caused, attends to
whatever is necessary, and the matter is resolved.
However, in this situation, I realized that this
occurrence would be an opportunity for me to
establish communication with the neighbor. Thus,
after the representative from the management
company left, I made a house visit myself. I spoke
with the neighbor for approximately two hours and
was able to have them agree to fix the eaves at no
labor cost to the tenant. After this incident, the
neighbor began to keep an eye on the tenant and
would call me if they had not seen or heard from him
in some time. This case helped the neighbor of the
mentally disabled individual realize the importance
of the involvement of independent public health
nurses.

At another time, I received a call from a
neighborhood resident saying that “the weeds in the
front lawn (of a mentally disabled individual’s
house] have grown quite long,” and that they would
like me to do something about it. After the property
management company confirmed the status of the
situation, I visited the property, trimmed the lawn,
and treated it with herbicide. However, the tenant of
the property itself was displeased, asking “What
have you done? Leave the weeds alone!”
month afterward, the tenant relocated. Some
mentally disabled individuals are quite sensitive to

Not one

changes in their environment, and I realized that
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daily reminders to the tenant of the property would
have been far more effective. It may be difficult to
provide everyone in a community with a perfectly
ideal living environment, but we should continue to
explore all possible solutions.

3.2. The Rewarding Work Within the First Five Years of
Independent Public Health Nurse Practice

3.2.1 Research Participants

All four of the individuals who agreed to
participate in this research also consented to have
their interviews recorded using a digital recorder.
Two participants had been practicing
independent public health nurses for less than five
years and two for five years or more.

as

3.2.2 Extracted Data and Data Categories

Forty-six coded datapoints were sorted into 15
subcategories and 4 categories (Table 1).

Table 1
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In the discussion of the analysis results, categories
will be demarcated [like this], subcategories (like

this), and coded datapoints “like this.”
(1) Working freely

[Working freely] comprised the following six
subcategories: (can work without being limited by
the restrictions of an organization); (can choose one’s
own work methods and areas); (can do the sort of
work one wishes); (can independently decide how to
approach a problem and can implement one’s own
solutions); (can change these approaches on the fly);
and (can have freedom with one’s time and mental
state). We see that, because opening one’s own
independent nursing practice means that one can
work without being affiliated with
governmental institution or corporate enterprise,

some

one can enjoy the freedom to choose one’s own time,
work methods, work areas, and whatever else that
may be necessary to do one’s work.

Category

Subcategory

Working freely
organization

Can work without being limited by the restrictions of an

Can choose one’s own work methods and areas

Can do the sort of work one wishes

Can independently decide how to approach a problem and can
implement one’s own solutions

Can change these approaches on the fly

Can have freedom with one’s time and mental state

Can contribute positively to
patients and society

Patients change for the better thanks to the effects of your work

Can help patients acquire new skills

Can be of help to someone through your work

Can contribute to the solving of social problems

Rewarding nature of the
work

Can directly observe the reactions of one’s patients

People are delighted by work in the area of your expertise

Can directly experience the fruits of one’s labor

Can reaffirm the value of
one’s existence

Others acknowledge the value of your existence

Can find a role no one else but you can fill

11
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From the following data, “Can work without
being limited by the restrictions of an organization,”
“When I was part of an organization, I was often told
we didn’t have any money or that I couldn’t do
certain things; no one tells me that now,” “Working
for a long time from a particular viewpoint can often
cause you to run afoul of other people in an
organization, but now I can work from any
viewpoint for as long as I wish,” we can see that the
subcategory of (being able to work without being
limited by the restrictions of an organization)
highlights the fact that participants felt that they
could use their independent public health nursing
practice to work according to their own methods
and rules and not be limited by the trappings—
methodologies, codes—of
overseeing organization.

systems, and an

From the following data, “I get to decide my
goals on my own,” “Starting a business helped me
work according to my own methods and beliefs,” “I
like it because I like approaches that allow me to do
what I wish,” and “My time is my own,” we can see
that the subcategory of (can choose one’s own work
methods and areas) highlights the fact that
participants felt that they could decide whichever
methods and approaches they wished to use on their
own, they were allowed to set their own projects and
plans, and that they enjoyed this freedom.

From the following data, “Even after opening
my own practice, I've continued doing the same
public health nursing practice I have always done,”
“I love being a public health nurse, and this practice
allows me to do what I love,” “I managed to find a
job I truly want to do,” “I can be the sort of public
health nurse I've always wanted to,” and “It is very
much worth it to do the things that you've always
wanted to,” we can see that the subcategory of (can
do the sort of work one wishes) highlights the fact
that opening an independent practice makes it
possible for one to do the things that one loves and
wants to do because of the freedom to choose one’s
work methods and approaches that it provides.

From the following data, “If I decide some sort
of novel approach is needed, I can make that change
on my own,” “I can develop novel approaches to my
work by considering the things I need to do and the
things it would be nice to if I could,” “In order to do
things the way I want to, I can innovate and do this
and that,” and “If there’s something I want to do, I
can think outside the box and make that change,” we
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can see that the subcategory of (can independently
decide how to approach a problem and can
implement one’s own solutions) highlights the fact
that because participants operate outside of the
influence of a larger organization, they can take into
account whatever patients’ needs are relevant,
determine what sort of timing is necessary, and
implement changes and like
innovations on work approaches and methods.

improvements

From the following data, “I can choose the ways
in which I want to do things” and “I can choose what
changes I want to make on my own,” we can see that
the subcategory of (can change these approaches on
the fly) highlights the fact that participants can
consider what sorts of innovations they wish to
make and can have those innovations reflected in
their work because they can move their practice in
whichever direction they wish.

From the following data, “I feel mentally free”
and “I am free to use my time how I wish,” we can
see that the subcategory of (have freedom with one’s
time and mental state) highlights the fact that
because they can develop their practice as they see
fit, participants can set their schedules on their own,
not be bound by the structure of a larger
organization, and have freedom in their work,
giving them a sense of freedom with their time and
mental state.

(2) Can contribute positively to patients and society

[Can contribute positively to patients and
society] comprised the following four subcategories:
(patients change for the better thanks to the effects of
your work); (can help patients acquire new skills);
(can be of help to someone through your work); and
(can contribute to the solving of social problems).
We see from the data discussed below that by
helping patients acquire new skills, observing
positive changes in their emotions and behavior, and
otherwise having a positive influence on them, one
can participate in the solution of societal problems,
thereby allowing them to contribute positively to
their patients and society at large.

From the following data, “My work helps
patients reevaluate their perceptions of themselves”
and “The people who attended my seminars have
gone on to change so much,” we see that the
subcategory of (patients change for the better thanks
to the effects of your work) highlights the fact that
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participants’” work changed patients, often for the
better, by working to alter their behaviors, etc.

From the following data, “My patients learned
their skills well,” “While holding a training session,
I noticed participants’ skills improving,” and “After
the training was over, participants returned to their
jobs or places of work with more things they could
do, and a number of them told me they felt like
they’d increased their capabilities,” we see that the
subcategory of (can help patients acquire new skills)
highlights the fact that participants observe, through
what they can see and feel in their line of work, their
patients acquiring new skills, as in the development
and improvement of their abilities through training
sessions, seminars, and counseling work.

From the following data, “What I am good at is
of help to others” and “I feel like my work helps
people,” we see that the subcategory of (can be of
help to someone through your work) showcases that
by experiencing and understanding how, through
their work, they can be of help to their patients and
contribute positively to society, participants gain an
appreciation for how the things they are good at and
the things they love to do are helpful to many.

From the following data, “Even if it's in a very
small way, I feel like I can contribute to the solving
of social problems” and “I can plug the cracks in
society through which people often slip,” we see in
the subcategory of (can contribute to the solving of
social problems) that because the work of
independent public health nurses allows them to
provide support in the areas in which it is most
needed, they can contribute to the solving of social
problems.

(3) Rewarding nature of the work

[Rewarding nature of the work] comprised the
following three subcategories: (can directly observe
the reactions of one’s patients); (people are delighted
by work in the area of your expertise); and (can
directly experience the fruits of one’s labor). For
people who establish their own companies and work
as their own bosses, the majority of their work
involves accepting contracts from others to directly
work with patients and provide a specific sort of
service. As a result, we see that they can directly
observe and experience the reactions of their
patients.
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From the following data, “I got the feeling that
my work moved my patient emotionally,” “Because
the content of my seminar is not widely known, even
in this day and age, everyone was surprised at how
lively a discussion the organizers and participants
got into,” “I got to hear so many different voices,”
“Working with my patients has helped me to feel so
much,” “I've seen so many different expressions,”
“The words of my patients make it all so worth it,”
and “People tell me I saved them,” we see that in the
subcategory of (can directly observe the reactions of
one’s patients) participants can directly observe and
experience the reactions their work elicits in their
patients, either by listening to them speak about
their evaluations and thoughts on the treatment they
receive, or by monitoring changes in patients
themselves or in their expressions.

From the following data, “People are delighted
by work in your area of expertise” and “My business
duties bring joy to others,” we see through the
subcategory of (people are delighted by work in the
area of your expertise) that because many research
participants developed their practice to specialize in
areas that they are proficient in or very much enjoy
doing, their work in an area of their expertise helps
bring joy to others.

From the following data, “My work causes a
visually apparent change in my patients” and “I
receive so much feedback and response from others
during my work,” we see from the subcategory of
(can directly experience the fruits of one’s labor) that
participants can directly experience the benefits of
their work by seeing the effectiveness of their work
in the changes in their patients’ voices and
expressions, and through feedback describing the
extent of the effect their work has had.

(4) Can reaffirm the value of one’s existence

[Can reaffirm the value of one’s existence]
comprised the following two subcategories: (others
acknowledge the value of your existence) and (can
find a role no one else but you can fill). Opening your
own practice allows you the freedom to choose your
own approaches and methods and provide them to
your patients. By having your value recognized by
the individuals you come into contact with through
your work, you realize that the work you do fulfills
a unique role, one that only you can fill, which helps
you to reaffirm the value of your own existence.
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From the following data, “When my work as a
public health nurse is recognized, that makes it
worth it,” “Other people evaluate me,” “My clients
praise me,” and “Others’ perception of my value
increases,” the subcategory of (others acknowledge
the value of your existence) showcases how
receiving positive evaluations of your work and
hearing praise and other positive words from your
patients participants opportunities
reaffirm the value of their own existence.

allows to

From the following data, “They remembered by
face, my name, and came to think of me as someone
they wanted to go to for advice and help” and “I
found something that only I can do,” we see that the
subcategory of (can find a role no one else but you
can fill) highlights how, insofar as participants were
able to have others choose them to fulfill their needs
and that they developed a practice where they could
use the things they were good at and loved to do in
their work, they were able to find a role no one else
but they could fill.

4. Discussion

In this study, I have reported on my practical
work as an independent public health nurse to
provide homes for mentally disabled individuals
and other societally vulnerable people. Additionally,
I conducted interview surveys with independent
public health nurses practicing in Japan about the
merits of opening an independent practice. Because
opening your own practice means that you can work
outside of the confines of a local public authority or
corporate enterprise, you can plan your own
approaches and methods and develop your practice
in whatever way you see fit. We saw how this gave
participants a sense of freedom in how they want to
advance their work. Specifically, as explained in my
case studies, one can bring gifts, can work without
being limited by the restrictions of an organization,
can do what they want and love, and can judge when
and how to implement changes and innovations. In
this sort of work, the ideas of practicing public
health nurses and the ability to implement them are
indispensable. Each public health nurse develops
their business in a way that allows them to approach
and solve problems on their own terms [9], and each
practitioner has their own quirks and tricks that
others cannot bring to the table [9]. Consequently,
independent public health nurses also practice in a
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way that allows them to leverage their unique

strengths. In the United States,
expenditure has grown and will continue to increase

healthcare

[10]. In Japan, it has grown and will continue to
increase, too. Health care is complex innovation eco-
systems [11]). In Japan, it is important for public
health nurses to use their strengths to cater to the
specific lifestyle and health needs of residents of
their target community. Independent public health
nurses, who are responsible for holding up one
aspect of a community comprehensive care system,
have a responsibility to examine the reality of their
community and develop necessary health services.
As societal aging hastens in Japan, the development
of new services in order to achieve sustainable goals
for healthy aging is critical [12]). From the above, I
believe it is important that independent public
health nurses continue to practice in Japan and that
their work achieves greater levels of quantitative
and qualitative enrichment.

This study also showed how the work of an
independent public health nurse can contribute
positively to patients and society and thereby allow
them to feel a sense of accomplishment from it.
Specifically, observing changes in one’s patients’
expressions, words, and reactions, watching as they
acquire new skills, feeling that one’s work is of help
to them, and experiencing the fruits of one’s labor
were all found to be factors in the feeling of positive
contribution. While public health nurses certainly
have the responsibility to enact preventative
measures to ensure people do not get sick, they are

7

also often called “coordinators,” “conductors,” and
“managers.” Rather than believe that “I, as a public
health nurse, must do something,” practitioners
should seek to “achieve something in concert with
my patient,” and “bring out their inner strengths; in
other words, work alongside them and support their
independence [13].”

Just as the work of an independent public
health nurse crosses over the rights of many fields,
is integrative, and brings about a synergistically
positive effect in oneself, in one’s patients, and in
society [14], the relationship between those who
provide this service and those who receive that
service is not a one-way street; it involves interaction.
As a result, feeling that one’s work elicits some kind
of reaction in one’s patients or brings about changes
for the better in their lives leads to seeing how one is
contributing positively to the life of an individual
and the society in which they live.
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Additionally, it has been reported that as public
health nurses move freely through spaces with
individuals, groups, and communities, planning to
health problems through
empowerment [15] and, for many public health

solve community
nurses, feeling a sense of self-fulfillment through
assisting and working with another person, helps
them find their work to be worthwhile [13]. Thus, by
taking part in work they themselves plan and
innovate, they are able to experience their
relationships with their patients and the fruits of
their labor, making them more capable of feeling the
rewarding nature of their work. In particular, the
participants of this study are individuals who had
founded their
independent managers of their own projects. In both
cases, the majority of their work involves accepting
contracts from others to directly work with patients

and provide a specific sort of service. As a result,

own company Or work as

they can directly observe and experience the
reactions of their patients, allowing them to
understand the rewarding nature of the work.
Previously published research reports that the
moment a sense of accomplishment is felt is the
point at which one can say that they have achieved
the values they hold for their job [13], and that
through the job of an independent public health
nurse, practitioners can collectively consider their
own lifestyles and work habits [14]. Thus, we can
surmise that the work of an independent public
health nurse has a great influence on nursing careers.

In this study, we saw that the work of an
independent public health nurse can reaffirm the
value of one’s existence. Specifically, we saw that by
opening and working in an independent practice,
others acknowledge the value of your existence, and
you can find a role no one else but you can fill.
Because this job allows you to show your ability to
provide a service that you have developed through
the application of your expert knowledge in a
particular field [9], and because it offers you great
freedom to take your work in whichever direction
you please, you can work in a variety of unique ways,
and are quite capable of leveraging your strengths.
As a result, you are able to work in a way that only
you can, and only you must. As others have pointed
out—“The only person who can make you
successful is yourself, not others [16],” and “People
cannot but work with the things they already have
inside them. And when someone trusts in you
enough to work with you, you must produce the
best possible result you can [16]” —through their
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work, independent public health nurses come to
terms with the meaning of their own lives, which
then gives rise to a deep understanding of the value
of their own existence. Then, by interacting with
patients as part of their work and seeing their
reactions and the fruits of their labor, and by being
evaluated by those around them, they feel the
rewarding nature of their work and are able to notice
and appreciate the value of their own existence.

5. Conclusions

There are times when the status quo system is
unable to serve the specific needs of an individual.
Consequently, independent public health nurses
must lend an ear to the myriad voices of their
community, understand its needs, and, where
necessary, provide unique services. In Japan,
independent public health nurses are still rare, but I
show here that they play a role in the resolution of
community issues. The merits that independent
public health nurses feel during the first five years of
their practice are a sense of freedom as to how they
can advance their work, and that by doing a job that
only they can do, they find their work to be
worthwhile and helpful to others. Additionally, I
have shown that all of this allows independent
public health nurses to understand the value of their
own existence and role in society. In the future, I
believe it is important that independent public
health nurses continue to practice in Japan and that
their work achieves greater levels of quantitative
and qualitative enrichment.

At present, there are very few independent
public health nurses in Japan. As a result, the sample
size for the interviews conducted in this study was
rather small. That is a limitation of the research
described here.
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