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1. INTRODUCTION  

This article focuses on the data gathered from a company-wide event where employees had an 

opportunity to discuss the effects and impacts of remote working during the early-middle stages of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

As of June 5th 2020, 307,462 people had been tested for the COVID-19 disease in Japan and of this 

number 5.5% of test cases had been confirmed. In addition, 5.3% of infected people had died of this 

disease in Japan (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2020a; Statista, 2020a). The 2018 census 

reported a total population of 126.44 million (Statistics Bureau of Japan, 2019), and Iwasaki & Grubaugh 

(2020) stated that despite Japan’s population density being 2.4 times that of New York city, occurrence 

of the disease had been very low. Indeed, just in terms of perspective, the total population of New York 

city as of 2019 amounted to around 8.34 million (New York City government, 2019) and yet had contracted 

over 204,377 cases of which 10.4% of COVID-19 infected people had died (New York Times, 2020; 

Statista, 2020b). It has been suggested that people who are most at risk of COVID-19 are the elderly, and 

those with pre-existing conditions, such as obesity and organ-related illnesses (Peron and Nakaya, 2020; 

Takehara, 2020). It might therefore be suggested that people in the US have a larger proportion of 

population who are affected by COVID-19 risk-related conditions. The Japanese health system may also 

be another factor which had led to a significant lessening of the impact of the disease at that time. Japan 

aims towards disease prevention and control than cure and treatment. This includes fully remunerated, 

mandatory annual medical health-checks for all employees (Sakamoto, et al. 2018). Consequently, it is 

likely that Japanese employees are more aware of their health condition and are consistently pressured 

by medical professionals to conform to what is perceived as a good standard of health. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

As of June 2021, Japan’s vaccination rate against the COVID-19 pandemic accounted for around 6.2% 

of the total population, approximately 15.6 million doses (Reuters, 2021). This is significantly lower than 

that of other countries for example, the UK representing 58.1%, Italy 39%, or even India at 12.1% (Our 

World in Data, 2021). Nonetheless, on the whole, the vaccination rate in Japan exceeds that of the OECD 

average, and the Japanese population have the tendency to use precautionary and hygienic measures 

such as widespread use of medical face masks and regular handwashing (OECD, 2019). According to 

Burgess and Horii (2012), these practices stem from the 1919 Spanish Flu pandemic, where the Central 

Sanitary Bureau recommended the wearing of masks alongside vaccinations and gargling. Surveys 

carried out in 2009 determined that 22.8% of Japanese wore medical face masks on a daily basis for the 

prevention of influenza (Interwired, 2009). And, of the 41.2% of Japanese reported being affected by hay-
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fever or pollen allergies, over 48% were reported to wear masks as a preventative measure (Statista, 

2020c; Morishima, et al. 2011). It is important to note, that such cultural acceptance of medical face masks 

existed pre-COVID-19, and that no hesitancy would have prevented people from applying them 

immediately and correctly.  

February and March are commonly anticipated for the peak hay-fever season in Japan which 

coincidentally corresponded at the same time as the outbreak of COVID-19. This implies that a significant 

proportion of the Japanese population would have been wearing face masks at the onset of the outbreak 

for this disease. On the other hand, the US has had many cases where the wearing of medical face masks 

had been culturally rejected (Prasad, 2020; Lithwick, 2020) and it has been suggested that mandatory 

face masks represent an attack on individual freedom (Aratani, 2020).  

Many Western countries have responded to the proliferation of the disease in relatively the same way 

albeit with different levels of social acceptance and timing (World Health Organization, 2020; European 

Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, 2020). In the U.K. and EU, governments imposed legal 

regulations to enforce social distancing, wearing of face coverings and suspension of business activities 

and have backed these methods up with penalties. However, although the Japanese government offered 

strong recommendations, obedience was not mandatory (Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2020). 

IBM Japan, which is the subject of this research however, ordered its employees to begin working from 

home in response to growing concerns regarding the spread of Coronavirus. IBM Japan is a Japanese 

commercial services company which was founded in the 1930s. Today, they have 21,568 employees 

including subsidiaries in Japan and a capitalization of over 105 billion yen. The majority of their facilities 

are located in the area of Tokyo, and the majority of its employees that took part in our study lived within 

a one-hour commute. Communication is valued highly in IBM’s corporate culture, and managers began 

to report that employees were discussing the issue of remote working nationally across teams. In 

response to this, the president of the company requested that a centralized discussion system be setup 

to enable the employees to provide feedback and advice on remote working during the COVID-19 

circumstance.  

 

3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

This research examines IBM data for the online digital event, “IBM JAM” which occurred in May 2020 on 

the topic of remote working in Japan during the COVID-19 circumstance. The main purpose of the event 

was as an internal initiative aimed at gauging employee reaction to mandatory home-based work. This 

article seeks to represent the findings of this research event and to highlight the main issues raised by 

the participants. It also seeks to clarify Japanese cultural context for the responses which may be 
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unfamiliar to people from the West. Examples of which include tatami rooms and low tables, sitting on the 

floor and the available size of living space. These elements of Japanese culture will be discussed in 

context in the data analysis and findings section. 

 

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In May 2020, the Strategy and Planning division organized and launched a ten-day online event inviting 

all 21,568 employees to participate. They utilized an established and well-used internal social networking 

site (SNS). This SNS was being used on a day-to-day basis by employees and management to 

communicate on a variety of topics. During the event, it was known that management would have access 

to employee comments, identification details and that data analysis and oversight was possible. This may 

have had an impact on the number of contributions, and employee openness when participating (Sim & 

Waterfield, 2019; Detert & Burris, 2016). In terms of ethical considerations, normally for focus groups it is 

necessary to get participants’ informed consent. However, in this case management explicitly informed 

employees that participation was fully voluntary. Participants could opt-out of topics which they considered 

to be too sensitive to them.  The SNS mechanism enabled users to perform modified unstructured focus 

groups to discuss four main topics. As shown in Figure 1.  

 
FIGURE 1. REPRESENTATION OF TOPICS  

Source: Own Representation 

 
Our research method did not fit the conventional focus group model as 7,134 employees joined the chat 

rooms to view content, and over 970 employees commented by text in the chat rooms available as 

demonstrated in Figure 2.  
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FIGURE 2. DEMONSTRATION OF DISCUSSION WITHIN CHAT ROOMS 

Source: Own Representation 

 
While it is suggested that large numbers of participants in focus groups becomes unmanageable, 

familiarity with this form of communication prevented too many tangents from being formed, or 

alternatively tangents spun off to become side topics as shown in figure 3. In this example, the original 

intention was for the company to discover how employees felt about the efficacy of using home furniture 

to perform work tasks, and the availability of home equipment and software to fulfil work needs. However, 

a discussion emerged about whether the company would provide a budget for expensive items such as 

office chairs, displays and audio equipment. Additionally, a further discussion emerged regarding what 

would happen to the office equipment once the COVID-19 pandemic ended, and the employees returned 

to the office. These discussions were considered valuable, but not directly conducive to supporting the 

main topic, as a result the moderator requested administrators to spin off these tangent conversations 

into their own respective chat rooms as demonstrated in Figure 3.  
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FIGURE 3. EXAMPLE OF TANGENT EMERGENCE AND SPIN-OFF INTO SEPARATE CHAT ROOMS 

Source: Own Representation 

 
In this study, the data analysis was carried out in the following process: participants’ responses were 

collected in the native Japanese language and translated into English and through the use of the 

qualitative research tool NVIVO, the researchers transcribed, read and comprehended the data. 

Meaningful words, phrases and concepts were highlighted and coded and similar codes were grouped 

into categories and finally grouped into themes. Finally, thematic descriptions were developed to explain 

the participants’ experiences relating to the research topic. Themes had several categories such as shown 

in Figure 4. 

 

FIGURE 4. ILLUSTRATION OF THE CODES, CATEGORIES AND THEMES 
Source: Own Representation 

While several other interesting themes were derived in addition to Health Issues, including home office 

expenditure and worker productivity issues, for the scope of this article, we will not focus on them. 
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5. FINDINGS 

Remote-work style suggests privacy, a sense of personal safety and the utilization of the home office with 

the freedom to purchase personal technology or furniture to heighten one’s own comfort beyond that 

which the office might be willing to pay for. For example, the use of a stereo system at home, or other 

loud speakers may enhance the personal worker’s experience but be incompatible with office space 

(Calisi & Stout, 2015).  In Japan, a designated home office pre-COVID19 was rare.  According to the 

Statistics Bureau of Japan (2019) 19% of enterprises had introduced telework, of which working from 

home represented 37.6%. This has in part been due to the work-culture stemming from the desire to 

belong to the collective (Pathmaranjan, 2003) and a physical lack of home space. Therefore, from the 

onset of the initial directive to work from home, the majority of Japanese employees did not have a home 

office or an abundance of home office equipment.  

23% of our participants, on the issue of physical discomfort made specific reference to having a need for 

an office chair and 17% stated that they needed something that gave adequate back support. 

Consequently, many participants suggested buying an office chair or gaming chair with back support and 

reclining function. One participant said that he was watching celebrities on YouTube for advice about 

types of gaming chair to buy. In addition, 9% of respondents recommended posture chairs and different 

types of cushions to prevent discomfort. For example, the “house chair is not ergonomically designed for 

office work” was stated and on another common theme, “I don’t have a desk or chair for work, so I sit at 

the dining room table or on my bed. I’m worried about getting backpain.” Some participants bought types 

of desks which alleviated physical pain while working. Many bought seat cushions to be used on their 

existing chairs with good effect.  

Participants stated that they were working from Western-style dining tables, or from Japanese low tables 

such as a kotatsu (demonstrated in Figure 5) and 5% of workers reported that their space was severely 

lacking, such that they felt that they had to work while sitting on their beds or floor. One participant in 

particular said that she “was dreading that sitting on the floor was going to hurt my back” and another 

stated, “I use four stacks of yoga mats when working from the floor”. Whereas in the West it is relatively 

irregular to sit on the floor, culturally Japanese mindset is different. Japanese apartments and houses 

often have a traditional tatami room where the floor consists of rectangular mats made from dried grass. 

Regular tables and chairs which have sharp corners on the bases of the narrow legs are not suitable for 

this relatively fragile material. Therefore, sitting or kneeling on the floor is common. Participants stated 

that sitting on the floor while working has a tendency to contribute to back pain, muscle tension, stiff 

shoulders and poor posture.  
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FIGURE 5. AN EXAMPLE OF TATAMI ROOM WITH LOW TABLE AND FLOOR CHAIR. 

Sourced from: Lambe (2019). 

 
Working from home required employees to use media equipment such as earphones and headphone 

devices. One participant explains “earphones are particularly useful for hearing clearly during online 

meetings.” However, another participant stated “using earphones for extended periods of time gives me 

a headache so I use a speakerphone instead.” One participant tried multiple earphones and headphones 

to drown out noises from renovation work outside but they gave him ear and head pain. Suggestions were 

given regarding using soundproofing ear muffs instead or using earbuds and recommendations were 

made for using products that utilised mesh-type and breathable fabrics.  

Eye strain, eye-aches and dry eyes were also physical discomfort that employees experienced from 

working at home. These were often caused by looking at the computer screens for long periods of time. 

One participant recommended using a pair of gaming eye-wear when looking at the computer screen, 

saying “since I started using these (gaming eye-wear), my eye fatigue has greatly decreased”.  Other 

participants also supported the use of gaming eye-wear. 

On the issue of stress, Panigrahi (2018) defines it as a deviation from the normal functioning of the body 

and mind and indicates that in limited amounts can be beneficial to employees. The International Labour 

Organization (2016) however, examined stress from the negative aspect caused by individuals’ inabilities 

to cope with their perceptions of work demands. Additionally, the International Labour Organization (1986) 

identified areas of work impacting health factors such as burnout, depression and physiological issues. 

Despite long standing awareness of these issues, they are still prevalent in work environments today. In 

particular, the key features of burnout were described as an interconnection between exhaustion and 

withdrawal leading to stress exceeding a person’s level of tolerance.  

Traditional concepts of work-related stress disorders in Japan have been reported on topics such as long 

working hours (Kikuchi, et al. 2020), train commuting, which has also been described as “tsukin jigoku” 

meaning commuting hell (Shimomitsu & Haratani, 2000) and demonstrated in Figure 6, job insecurity 
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(Inoue, et al. 2018), lack of control over work schedules and lack of regular days off. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly 75% of all comments from our data relating to the theme on health were stress related. 

29% of participants commented that taking rush hour trains had a high impact on their mental health. 

Additionally, door to door commutes of between one and two hours were common. With train congestion 

rates exceeding that of 200% during rush hour (Yamauchi, et al. 2017) it is not such a leap to empathize 

with the conditions surrounding train commuting which contributes to a persistent growing level of stress. 

It is therefore important to note that remote work reduced the number of IBM Japan employees needing 

to take trains in the morning, for example participants stated their distaste for train commuting, “I can’t 

imagine spending an hour or so on a crowded train to get to work like I used to.” and “I’m fed up with 

commuting on a packed train.” Additionally, it was stated, “In the past, I’d wake up, get dressed, catch the 

train and by the time I got to the office by 9am, I’d be exhausted.” Other participants mentioned the 

benefits of remote working such as, “When I am sick, I can evaluate my condition as soon as I get up, I 

don’t have to take a half day off for sickness.” And, “the benefits of eliminating the commute are so great 

that I’m able to work remotely and efficiently.” These suggest that employees’ mental health has likely 

been improved by remote work. 

 

 

FIGURE 6. TYPICAL MORNING RUSH HOUR CROWD AT IKEBUKURO STATION IN TOKYO 
Sourced from: Borneo Post Online (2019) 

 

An interesting development therefore has been introduced by the necessity of working from home, and 

the potential for more remote working in the future. While home ownership in Japan is around 61.7% 

(Kobayashi, 2015) and according to the 2018 Housing and Land Survey, the average area per dwelling 

in Tokyo and Kanto region is 58.94 and 70.85 square meters respectively (Statistics Bureau of Japan, 

2018). In Tokyo, dwellings have an average of 2.83 rooms in addition to kitchen, bathroom and toilet, and 

Kanto as a whole 3.19 rooms. Furthermore, dwellings which have tatami rooms in Tokyo and the Kanto 
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region are 22.52% and 26.93% respectively. In comparison, The United States Census Bureau (2021) 

indicates a homeownership rate of 65.8 % and Grist (2010) identified an average dwelling size of 256.7 

square meters across the US for new single-family houses. For context purposes it is important to note 

that around 70% of never married men and women aged in their 20s and 30s still live with their parents 

which is a socially accepted norm (Yu & Kuo, 2019). 

According to our data, other psychological issues in Japan have emerged from the introduction of remote 

working such as, family stress, lack of space, privacy among family members working in competing 

companies and in some cases isolation. Lack of space at home and interruption of work caused by family 

responsibilities such as taking care of children during school lockdowns was a common theme from our 

participants. 

One participant stated, “For me, I get annoyed by household interruptions. For example, when I’m trying 

to gather my thoughts on a complex case.” Another participant mentioned that “when we (working family 

members) have a web conferencing at the same time, one of us must use the bedroom, sitting on the bed 

as a chair,” another stated, “where possible, the kids must go outside, and not come back before the 

meeting has ended.” Other similar issues include, “my son is a college student but now he’s home with 

my wife and I, and his classes are online.” And, “we barely have enough space for us to work in. Not only 

do we have our family things, but now we have to keep our work things at home too.” Space related stress 

also included the issue of work privacy. Participants reported the difficulty in ensuring company 

confidentiality. For example, one participant stated, “My wife’s online meetings are basic chat, but I use 

WebEx which has audio. If the meeting is exciting, we can become quite loud. We must be careful not to 

see each other’s screens.” Another participant stated, “I choose to work from inside the car. It is not ideal 

but it is warm and I can protect my company information from my husband who works in the same 

industry.” 

Participants commented on the difficulty to work without face-to-face connections. Isolation is uncommon 

in Japanese companies, as they emphasize strong teamwork. Drinking parties known as nomikai are an 

integral part of Japanese business culture. Where people in the West might have lunch or go to the pub 

on Friday night with colleagues, and work friends, the Japanese have low-key, primarily team-based, 

social events late at night before going home (McDonald & Sylvester, 2014; Shteynbok, 2013). 

Negative comments were given for reduced work efficiency and direction such as, “the disadvantages of 

remote work are that I can’t see people whenever I want. I don’t get the live sensation of interacting with 

people.” And, “when you’re stuck, it’s hard to know where to find help, or what to do next.” Additionally, 

workers felt that they could not achieve the same relationship with clients without the ability to meet in 

person. “We’ve tried online dining, but it’s difficult to build the same kind of rapport as meeting face-to-
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face.” Also, “The disadvantages (of remote working) are that it’s hard to make connections with colleagues 

who live alone and can feel lonely.” 

At IBM Japan, a channel named “Watercooler” was set up on Google Team Slack for chit-chat and 

congratulatory messages such as for birthdays and “we’re having a baby.” While technology is playing a 

part in remaining connected, participants stated, “I have found it stressful being based at home because 

the only way to communicate with people is through text or on a screen” and “there’s less chitchat. I only 

have business conversations.” 

On the category of exercise, it has been suggested that under normal circumstances the Japanese in 

urban areas such as Tokyo, walk more on average than in the West. They use public transportation such 

as trains, and buses as their primary mode of commuting to work, or daily travel. Choice areas to live, are 

residences closer to their office or to train stations despite increased noise levels (Calimente, 2009). 

According to the Statistics Bureau (2019), the total volume of domestic passenger transport in 2017 was 

31.25 billion passengers carried, an increase of 1.3% from 2016. Specifically, railways reported 24.97 

billion passengers, and for motor vehicles 6.08 billion passengers carried. From our study, participants 

stated, “When I was working from the office, I often walked to and from the train station. Visiting clients 

meant that I would spend a lot of time standing or walking” and, “the cons of e-Work are that my daily 

walking exercise has dropped drastically.” Additionally, “I used to get a lot of daily exercise when 

commuting between home, the office and my customers. But now I can’t do that. I’m worried I might get 

fat.” 

In April 2020, the Japanese government reported that gyms were a high potential source of infection, and 

many gyms decided to temporarily suspend activity (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2020b; 

Steen, 2020). On the other hand, 18% of our participants talked about using home exercise products such 

as, “I bought a balance ball and am currently using it while doing simple exercises during breaks” or “I’ve 

decided to support local restaurants and use takeout. It’s good for short exercise and I can get some fresh 

air for a while too.” 12% of respondents expressed the desire to do exercise to lose or maintain weight, 

to be healthier, and to reduce fatigue.  

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

This article uses qualitative research methods to examine the perceptions and feelings of remote working 

by employees in a Japanese corporation during the COVID-19 pandemic. On the whole the employees 

adapted to the shift in work environment and created mechanisms to overcome the lack of face-to-face 

interaction while sustaining the core of their corporate team culture. Nonetheless, other issues such as 

the lack of home space, an increase in childcare demands within work hours, and insufficient home office 
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equipment created additional difficulties to work life. Friction at home between partners was created due 

to the fear of infringing upon the partner’s work space and issues relating to the confidentiality of company 

data where partners worked for companies in direct competition with each other.  

As a future direction, the researchers will focus on investigating whether employees’ perceptions of 

remote work have changed, and determine how they feel about returning to traditional work-styles such 

as working from an office.  
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