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Barriers to Female Leadership in Depopulating Rural Areas:
Based on the Survey Results of Male “Section Managers”

Yoshito FUJII

(Mukogawa Women's University)

This study examined how traditional gender roles in depopulating and aging rural areas hinder women's
participation in human resource development and decision-making processes. Specifically, we analyzed
the underrepresentation of female leaders in community associations through interviews with male section
managers.

The study has three distinctive features. First, it focused on section managers, full-time district-level
administrative staff who manage community associations and serve as crucial intermediaries between
associations and government administration. Their deep knowledge of local conditions makes them ideal
subjects for understanding region-specific values and customs. Second, we conducted a comprehensive
survey of section managers across all 12 districts and used Modified Grounded Theory Approach (M-GTA)
to visualize impediment factors. Third, the analysis revealed that the central factor hindering women's
participation was not overt hostility but “consideration,” disguised as thoughtfulness, which corresponds
to benevolent sexism. As this form of sexism appears well-intentioned, it structurally deprives women of
participation opportunities.

Results showed a significant underrepresentation of female officers across all 12 districts compared
to the 1:1 population gender ratio, with virtually no women appointed to leadership positions. The analysis
revealed that the central factor impeding women's participation was not overt hostile sexism, but a form of
“benevolent discrimination.” This discrimination, manifested as “local thoughtfulness and consideration,” is

rooted in traditional values and maintains gender role divisions.
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