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Practices at Urakawa ‘House of Bethel’ in Japan
Viewed Through the Lens of ‘Bethel’ in Germany :

Future Challenges in Japan

Izumi KURAMOCHI

Department of Epileptology, National Center of Neurology and Psychiatry Hospital

Department of Psychiatry, Saitama Medical Center, Saitama Medical University

The name “Bethel” originates from the Bible and means “House of God” in Hebrew. In
Japan, the welfare facility “House of Bethel” in Urakawa Town, Hokkaido, aims to create a
community where people with mental illnesses live together and support one another. This
study compares Bethel House in Japan with Bethel in Bielefeld, Germany, focusing on histori-
cal backgrounds, support practices, and approaches to reducing self-stigma. Established in
1867, Bethel in Germany is known for providing comprehensive medical and welfare services
for people with epilepsy. Bethel emphasizes integrated care, combining medical treatment,
rehabilitation, vocational training, and education, allowing patients to live as part of society. In
contrast, Bethel House in Japan focuses on “self-advocacy” and “participant-driven
research,” promoting self-expression and community involvement for people with mental dis-
orders. The author conducted a comparative study from 2021 to 2023 at the Bethel Epilepsy
Center in Bielefeld, examining self-stigma, depression, anxiety, and quality of life (QOL)
among people with epilepsy in Japan and Germany. The study revealed that Japanese patients
reported significantly higher levels of self-stigma, depression, and anxiety compared to Ger-
man patients. Additionally, Japanese patients exhibited lower knowledge about epilepsy, self~
esteem, and overall health status. These differences likely stem from disparities in healthcare
systems, institutional frameworks, and cultural contexts between the two countries. In Japan,
the stigma surrounding epilepsy is influenced by cultural factors, including a collectivist mind-
set and social norms that emphasize family honor over individual well-being. This leads to the
concealment of illness and social isolation. The study suggests that respecting patient autono-
my and establishing integrated care systems with community collaboration are essential for
reducing self-stigma. Lessons from Bethel in Germany include building a support framework
that allows patients to participate in society while receiving treatment, fostering a culture that
respects patient autonomy, and promoting community inclusion. Future research should focus
on long-term studies and cross—cultural comparisons to deepen our understanding of how insti-
tutional and systemic factors influence self=stigma in epilepsy care. Additionally, efforts to dis-
seminate accurate knowledge and reduce self-stigma are essential in the Japanese context to
improve the QOL of people with epilepsy.

The clinical pearl I learned from my study in Germany is the importance of “healthcare
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providers and patients discussing challenges together, including stigma.” By treating patients
not just as individuals with an illness but as “a person first,” we can prevent stigma and sup-
port their autonomous decision-making. The process of “verbalizing one’s own experiences

together with patients” is, in itself, the first step toward recovery.

Author’s abstract

I Keywords epilepsy, prejudice, social stigma, self-stigma, quality of life
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