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The process of legal reforms regarding care-workers doing
sputum suctioning and tube feeding for patients requiring
long-term medical care at homes in Japan:

How can legal and occupational conflicts between medical

care and home healthcare be addressed?

Yuhei Suzuki, Keiko Makino

Abstract:

A legal reform in 2012 in Japan enabled care-workers to conduct sputum suctioning and tube
feeding for patients requiring long-term medical care who were living in residences or care homes
and studying at kindergartens or schools. Regulations in Japan allowed only medical staff such as
doctors and nurses to conduct medical practices for patients. However, it was not clear whether
sputum suctioning and tube feeding at home were defined as medical practices prior to the 2012
legal reform. Following petitions and policy proposals from patient groups, a conference was held
during 2011-2012 to review the legal reforms that enable care-workers to perform sputum
suctioning and tube feeding as part of their jobs. This paper analyzes minutes of the conference to
appraise how each committee member’s opinion influenced the details of the reform. Members
representing care-users, such as amyotrophic lateral sclerosis patients and children with severe
motor and intellectual disabilities, presented various situations where they needed sputum
suctioning and tube feeding in daily life, and advocated for making the rules as flexible as possible.
As a result, not only certified care-workers but also private home caregivers, teachers at
kindergartens and schools, and patients’ caregivers were allowed to undergo sputum suctioning
and tube feeding training. The members decided to develop three types of training curriculums
that care-workers can choose from to learn the practices necessary and adequate for their patients.
The legal definitions of sputum suctioning and tube feeding were also discussed at the conference.
A committee member from Japan Medical Association insisted that sputum suctioning and tube
feeding should be excluded from medical practice. However, other members did not agree, citing
that sputum suctioning and tube feeding by care-workers still needed to be supervised by medical
staff for patient safety. Therefore, the two processes were legally defined as medical practices in

the legal reforms of 2012, and the law partially lifted the ban on trained care-workers.
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