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Current Status and Perspective Regarding Organ Transplantation in Japan
Early Return to Work

Shinichiro Miyoshi
Okayama Rosai Hospital

The first organ transplantation conducted in Japan was a case of living-donor kidney transplantation in
1956, which was then followed by kidney, liver, and heart deceased-donor organ transplantation procedures.
Later, the Japanese media criticized the first brain-dead-donor heart transplant case in Japan performed in
1968, because of a mistaken diagnosis of brain death. That criticism created great controversy regarding brain
death among the public, thus there was a long period without any brain-dead-donor organ transplantation
cases. In 1997, an organ transplantation law was instituted and brain-dead donor organ transplantation proce-
dures were finally re-started. According to the law, a written declaration of agreement to organ donation dur-
ing one’s lifetime was required, thus the numbers of donors and transplant cases were extremely limited. In
2010, the law was revised and permitted organ donation with only the acceptance by the donor’s family re-
quired. Thereafter, brain-dead organ donations have been increasing as well as the number of organ trans-
plants. On the other hand, because the number of cardiac-death organ donations has decreased, the total num-
ber of deceased organ donations has not changed, thus a severe lack of donor organs still continues in Japan as
compared with most other countries.

According to registry reports presented by Japanese societies for heart, liver, and lung transplantation,
the 5- and 10-year survival rates following heart transplantation are 92.4% and 88.2%, respectively, while those
for brain-dead-donor liver transplantation are 82.3% and 76.7%, living-donor liver transplantation are 78.2% and
72.8%, brain-dead-donor lung transplantation are 71.7% and 55.7%, and living-donor lung transplantation are
73.4% and 64.1%, respectively, each of which are better than those of other countries.

Reports from Western countries regarding returning to work after undergoing organ transplantation have
demonstrated the following. 1) Employment rates at 1 and 5 years after heart transplantation were 23.7% and
29.0% for full-time, and 9.1% and 7.8% for part-time jobs. 2) Following liver transplantation, the average employ-
ment rate was 37%, ranging from 22% to 55%. 3) Among lung transplantation recipients treated at Toronto Uni-
versity Hospital, 37% returned to work. 4) A study conducted in Belgium regarding whether the type of organ
transplantation has effects on later attainment of employment showed that kidney transplant patients had the
highest employment rate (58.6%), followed by heart (43.6%), liver (37.5%), and lung (28.1%) transplant patients.
There is only a single report from Japan related to employment of lung transplant recipients, which revealed
an employment rate of approximately 40% for either full- or part-time work. However, when homemakers and
students were added to the analysis, up to 80% of the recipients returned to a normal level of social activity.
Thus, employment status following organ transplantation in Japan seems to be better than that in other coun-
tries, though additional studies are mandatory.

(JJOMT, 67: 261—269, 2019)
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