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Introduction

Japan, like Germany, is among a minor-
ity of industrialized nations where the
youth unemployment rate is not much
higher than joblessness among the work-
ing population generally. Since both coun-
tries are widely considered to be relatively
successful on the economic front, there
is great interest internationally in obtain-
ing more detailed information about the
latter stages of initial training and the first
stages of working life in the two coun-
tries.

The favourite reason given for the rela-
tively low youth unemployment rate in
Germany is the priority attached to voca-
tional education and training. More than
half of all young people undergo voca-
tional training under the dual system.
They are employed as trainees in enter-
prises and spend most of their time
practicing with guidance or performing
their first occupational duties proper, and
attend a vocational school to supplement
this on-the-job training. They obtain pub-
licly recognized qualifications, and most
of them are engaged on a regular basis
by the enterprise where they were trained.
Germany is considered the classical ex-
ample of a country where the focus is on
pride in one’s occupation and specialized
training for a specific occupation is seen
as the best possible preparation for work-
ing life. This is a fact, even though more
than a quarter of the young people trained
in this way take up employment in a com-
pletely different field and most of them
move on within a few years from the en-
terprise where they received their voca-
tional training.

At first sight, Japan seems to be exactly
the opposite. Most schoolchildren know
the name of the enterprise where their
father – and perhaps their mother – works,
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but not their occupation. And young peo-
ple’s employment preferences tend to
focus more on a particular enterprise than
any specific type of work. The choice of
subjects at school and college seems to
have less of an impact on subsequent oc-
cupational activities than in other coun-
tries. Initial in-plant training is less for-
mal and does not as a rule lead toany
certificate or title.

The question which arises irresistibly from
a comparative viewpoint, however, is
whether industrial societies really do dif-
fer so widely in terms of what compet-
ences they consider desirable or neces-
sary for an occupation, or whether the
real distinction is that similar competences
are trained in different institutions, at dif-
ferent stages in the learning and working
process, and designated by different
names and certificates. It cannot be ruled
out that the crucial difference between
Japan and Germany, two extreme exam-
ples, is not to be found in training re-
quirements and the knowledge and skills
associated with them, but rather in the
fact that training and working life in Ja-
pan centre on the enterprise and in Ger-
many on the occupation. It should be
stressed from the outset that the present
article does not provide a definitive an-
swer to this question. But it does go some
way towards answering it by supplying
information on education, job seeking and
recruitment, the process of starting work
and obtaining initial training in Japan.
These details are then compared with the
situation in Germany (cf. especially
Demes/Georg 1994).

School education in Japan

In 1993, a mere three per cent of Japa-
nese new entrants to the labour force had
completed no more than compulsory edu-

Both Japan and Germany
attach major importance to
socialization for the world
of work. While efforts in
Japan centre on the enter-
prise, in Germany they fo-
cus on the occupation. Japa-
nese enterprises regard
new employees as “raw ma-
terial”, even though most
new entrants to the work-
force can look back on a
vocationally orientated pe-
riod of education. Recruit-
ment criteria and the objec-
tives of initial in-plant
training depend less than
expected on whether the
job involves technical or
commercial and adminis-
trative duties, and on exist-
ing educational qualifica-
tions. Employers expect the
greatest advance in comp-
etences between the end of
the induction period and
the first major promotion.
Differences between voca-
tional training in Japan and
Germany seem to have been
moderated somewhat of
late.
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training and the first
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It cannot be ruled out that
“(...) the crucial difference

between Japan and Ger-
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ples, is not to be found in

training requirements and
the knowledge and skills

associated with them, but
rather in the fact that

training and working life
in Japan centre on the
enterprise and in Ger-

many on the occupation.”

cation (six years’ elementary and three
years’ intermediate school). Almost half
had additionally completed three years of
upper-secondary school education. That
year the number of new entrants with
post-secondary education for the first time
exceeded the number of upper high
school-leavers (see Table 1).

While it is well known that the choice of
certain subjects at school or university has
only a limited impact on future occupa-
tional duties, it is also true that the value
of education — in terms of the selectivity
and reputation of the educational institu-
tion attended — one manages to attain is
very important to the subsequent posi-
tion on the occupational ladder and to
socioeconomic status generally. In this
connection, it is easy to forget that many
Japanese young people, like their Ger-
man counterparts, undergo vocational
education and training before they em-
bark on working life.

❏ In 1993, 55 per cent of the new en-
trants to the workforce with twelve years’
schooling had completed a vocationally
orientated course at upper-secondary
school.

❏ Attempts to establish technically ori-
entated higher education courses of
shorter duration than university degrees

have not been very successful. Less than
one per cent of young people in any year
attend specialized institutes of higher edu-
cation (koto senman gakko), which inte-
grate, both on a curricular and an organi-
zational level, the three-year upper-sec-
ondary school stage and two-year higher
education

❏ Unlike a four-year university degree
in some subjects, notably the natural sci-
ences, two-year higher education at a
short-course college (tanki daigaku) is not
generally considered to constitute special-
ist preparation for an occupation.

❏ Some 10 per cent of young people in
any year attend higher technical schools
(senshu gakko) or different types of
schools (kakushu gakko) which seek to
provide specialized education and train-
ing in part and full-time courses lasting
between one and three years. The educa-
tional and occupational statistics available
do not tell us what school qualifications
these young people obtain, nor do they
reveal how many students attend these
institutions while receiving higher edu-
cation at the same time.

Most Japanese then have completed a
programme of vocationally orientated
education or specialized higher education
before they enter occupational life. At the
same time, this rarely includes work ex-
perience, and the courses are not gener-
ally viewed as initial or specialized train-
ing as such.

In Germany, by contrast, it is normal for
over 80 per cent of new entrants to the
workforce in any given year to have com-
pleted specialized higher education (al-
most 20per cent) or vocational training
(over 60 per cent). More than half the
young people in any year undergo a pub-
licly recognized training programme un-
der the dual system, i.e. they are usually
employed as trainees for a number of
years by an enterprise, while attending a
vocational school or a comparable insti-
tution at the same time. For example,
anyone who leaves secondary school with
university entrance qualifications but does
not go on to complete a course of higher
education or some form of vocational
training will appear as “untrained” in the
statistics alongside those who fail to com-
plete nine years’ schooling.

Table 1

Breakdown of new entrants to the workforce by edu-
cational qualifications (as a percentage*)

Year Type of qualification

Intermediate Upper Short-course University Total
School Secondary college (4 years)

School

1960 50 42 1 7 100
1970 20 60 6 14 100
1980 6 56 12 26 100
1990 4 54 14 28 100
1993 3 48 18 31 100

Source: Statistics supplied by Japanese Ministry of Education, Science and Culture

* Refers only to persons with one of the four most common qualifications (excludes graduates of
specialized institutes of higher education and persons with postgraduate university degrees) who
start work immediately after completing their education.
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“Most Japanese then have
completed a programme
of vocationally orientated
education or specialized
higher education before
they enter occupational
life. At the same time, this
rarely includes work
experience, and the
courses are not generally
viewed as initial or
specialized training as
such.”

“In Germany, by contrast,
it is normal for over 80
per cent of new entrants to
the workforce in any given
year to have completed
specialized higher educa-
tion (almost 20 per cent)
or vocational training
(over 60 per cent).”

“Job seeking and employ-
ers’ recruitment proce-
dures in Japan differ
widely, depending on the
type of qualifications of
the candidates...”, but all
of the rest on close coop-
eration between schools
and enterprises.

“Schools and higher
education establishments
in Germany, by contrast,
are hardly involved in the
recruitment process at
all.”

Job seeking and recruit-
ment

Job seeking and employers’ recruitment
procedures in Japan differ widely, de-
pending on the type of qualifications of
the candidates. To simplify matters, a dis-
tinction may be made between four areas
of recruitment, or four types of pro-
cedure (Teicher/Teichler 1994).

(a) A closed procedure is operated for
upper-secondary school-leavers entering
employment (see Kariya 1994). Once the
employment authorities have given their
approval, enterprises notify the schools
of their vacancies more than six months
before the end of the school year. The
schools then inform their pupils what is
available and eventually recommend each
pupil for just one job. The employers in-
vite the recommended pupils to visit them,
but almost always follow the school’s rec-
ommendation when deciding who to en-
gage. Second recommendations and vis-
its to enterprises follow only in a minor-
ity of cases where something has gone
wrong the first time round.

(b) A semi-open procedure is the usual
choice for more senior technical positions
and positions below this on the career
ladder in private-sector commercial and
administrative fields. Employers advertise
their vacancies in directories and circulars
sent to students, and by notifying univer-
sities and other institutions of higher edu-
cation. Enterprises invariably receive rec-
ommendations from these institutions in
the first instance. Unlike the closed pro-
cedure, employers ask most universities
for a larger number ofrecommendations
than they have vacancies, about twice as
many on average. At the second stage,
employers then make their selection from
a short list of applicants.

(c) An open procedure became estab-
lished in the mid-seventies for senior com-
mercial and administrative positions in the
private sector. This principally involves
university graduates. Students find out
about vacancies mainly through recruit-
ment directories which they receive free
of charge more than a year before gradu-
ation. They contact a number of prospec-
tive employers by sending off the en-
closed reply cards. In many cases,

younger employees from the enterprises
in question (recruiters) will talk to appli-
cants from their own former university and
recommend to the personnel department
those whom they consider most suitable.
The personnel department makes a final
decision following interviews and a check
on the applicants’ documents. As with the
other procedures, job offers are made
about six months before the students
graduate.

(d) Applicants for civil service posts
must first undergo special tests. Success
in these tests does not mean automatic
employment, but it is the most important
selection criterion. Schools and universi-
ties provide support in the form of guid-
ance, but they are hardly involved in the
actual recruitment procedure.

In Japan, the transition from education to
the world of work involves rather a lot of
effort on all sides in terms of informa-
tion, guidance and contacts. For employ-
ers, it is the potential of their workforce
which is most important. We shall return
to this question in due course. When
employers conduct interviews and writ-
ten examinations themselves, they are
concerned with testing general rather than
specialist knowledge.

Schools and higher education establish-
ments in Germany, by contrast, are hardly
involved in the recruitment process at all.
Vacancies are usually advertised in the
press or through the labour office. For
young people who do not go on to higher
education, the most important career de-
cision comes when they leave school and
begin vocational training, although many
of them move on to other occupations
after completing their training, whether
through choice or necessity.

The relationship between
educational qualifications
and careers

Japanese enterprises point out that their
criteria and procedures for recruiting new
employees depend mainly on the career
entry level. While the search for suitable
candidates at any level concentrates on
those with an appropriate level of educa-
tion, admission to a specific career entry
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In Japan, “(...) admission
to a specific career entry

level does not automati-
cally presuppose certain

educational qualifica-
tions.”

“In some Japanese enter-
prises, salary scales and

career levels form an
integral system. (...) In
Germany, many enter-

prises have four or even
more career levels. (...)”

“In Japan, (...) mobility
(...) among younger

members of the labour
force (...) is not much

lower than mobility among
young employees in

Germany (...).”

level does not automatically presuppose
certain educational qualifications. Besides,
employees may change from one career
ladder to another in the course of their
working life. The entry levels are given
different designations, and in some en-
terprises a distinction is made between
technical occupations, on the one hand,
and commercial and administrative occu-
pations, on the other. It is usually possi-
ble to speak of three career levels:

(1) Admission to the comprehensive
career level, often called sogo shiku, is
conditional on a university degree. In
Japanese enterprises, these beginners’
posts are occupied by men.

(2) A general career, generally called
ippan shoku, is intended mainly for
women in commercial and administrative
occupations. Successful applicants for this
career level are usually required to have
completed a short course of higher edu-
cation, i.e. to have attended school and
college for a total of 14 years. At the same
time, many women with a university de-
gree are advised to apply at this level.
Some enterprises offer similar careers in
technical occupations.

(3) Most enterprises now require candi-
dates for manual production work,
straightforward sales duties, etc., to hold
an upper secondary school-leaving cer-
tificate.

In some Japanese enterprises, salary scales
and career levels form an integral system.
New employees with a university degree
may find themselves on a par with upper
secondary school-leavers in their fifth or
sixth year of employment. In practice,
however, there tend to be typical career
paths depending on educational qualifi-
cations, with a limited degree of inter-
changeability which differs from case to
case.

In Germany, many enterprises have four
or even more career levels. The level im-
mediately above that of a skilled worker
is traditionally occupied not by new en-
trants to the workforce with a certain level
of education, but by employees who have
obtained the relevant intermediate-level
qualifications through in-service training.
In Germany, it is stressed more than in
Japan that “practitioners”, i.e. employees

without higher education qualifications,
have good prospects of promotion.
Whether the differences here are so great
as is claimed cannot be definitively es-
tablished on the strength of the available
information.

It has often been stressed in Japan over
recent years that mobility is on the in-
crease among younger members of the
labour force. Around 1980, some 40 per
cent of upper secondary school-leavers
were changing their employer during the
first three years. This figure had risen to
some 50 per cent by the early nineties
(Ernst et al 1993, p. 276). It is not much
lower than mobility among young em-
ployees in Germany (Schöngen and
Westhoff 1992).

Development of compet-
ences among new entrants
to the labour force

In the summer of 1993, 80 big Japanese
companies affiliated to Nikkeiren, the
Japanese employers’ federation, took part
in a written survey in which they provided
details of the competences they expected
from their employees

❏ at the time of their engagement (i.e.
recruitment criteria),
❏ after the initial stage of learning in
plant, and
❏ at the time of the first major promo-
tion.

The responses are summarized in Figs. 1
and 2. The survey was carried out by a
project group established to look at rela-
tions between the education and employ-
ment systems in Japan and compare them
with the situation in other countries. The
project is supported by the Volkswagen
Foundation, with the present author as
coordinator (seeDemes/Georg 1994).

(a) When recruiting new employees
among university graduates, big Japanese
companies, according to the information
they provided, set the greatest store by

❏ diligence and commitment
❏ communication skills
❏ ability to work in a team, and
❏ learning ability.
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Fig. 1

Competences expected of employees in commercial
and administrative departments of Japanese enter-
prises (arithmetic mean)
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General cognitive abilities, social skills
and hard work are almost as important
for an employer recruiting technical staff
as they are when he is looking for com-
mercial and administrative personnel. A
basic and specialized knowledge of the
field and an understanding of mathemat-
ics often figure as additional expectations
in the former case.

(b) The picture is much the same for in-
termediate-level careers and manual oc-
cupations. Desirable competences rank in
much the same order of priority, except
that the expectations are rather more
moderate.

These findings indicate that, particularly
in the case of new entrants to the
workforce, efforts focus on finding the
right “raw material”. Certain shifts of pri-
ority have been discovered at the initial
training stage.

(c) In the first few months of employment,
university graduates are expected to show
a marked improvement in their basic
knowledge of their specialization and
their problem-solving skills. They are ex-
pected to show a similar degree of
progress regardless of whether they are
employed in technical, commercial or
administrative occupations. Employers
also lay stress on specialized knowledge
and expect university graduates to display
growing affective commitment and moti-
vation (e.g. readiness to take risks, loy-
alty, ability to work under pressure, and
negotiating skills).

(d) Similar changes are expected of em-
ployees starting work in positions nor-
mally occupied by persons who have
completed short-course higher education
or upper secondary school.

Greater improvements in competence are
expected in the period between the end
of the introductory stage and the first
major promotion.

(e) Up to the first major promotion, the
focus is on the development of leader-
ship skills. This is expected to almost the
same extent for all types of career. It is
also true that in this period employees
are expected to make far more progress
in all other aspects of specialist compe-
tence, social skills and personality devel-

opment than they are during the intro-
ductory stage.

(f) Employees in commercial and admin-
istrative occupations are likewise ex-
pected to acquire a sound knowledge of
the fundamentals of their field by the time
of their first major promotion. Technical
staff have to satisfy more stringent expec-
tations in two respects, namely to acquire
more specialized expertise and a better
understanding of mathematics.

That more substantial improvements in
competences are expected at the last-
mentioned stage is because it usually takes
longer than initial in-plant training. How-
ever, responses corroborate the view that
in-plant training is not concentrated on
the introductory stage but that it is an al-
most evenly spread process. This is also
supported by the fact that, when we asked
at interviews about the duration of the

In big Japanese compa-
nies, “(...) particularly in
the case of new entrants
to the workforce, efforts
focus on finding the right
‘raw material’. (...) How-
ever, responses corrobo-
rate the view that in-plant
training is not concen-
trated on the introductory
stage but that it is an
almost evenly spread
process.”
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“There is no study on
Germany which draws

distinctions between the
competences expected

after the various learning
and working stages (...). It

is, however, clear that
employers expect a high

degree of specialized
competences at a much

earlier stage.”

” (...) except for a few
fields, (...) there is no

public coordination or
certification of vocational

training” in Japan.

Fig. 2

Competences expected of employees in technical de-
partments of Japanese enterprises (arithmetic mean)
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at first major promotionafter induction stageupon recruitment

Mainly upper secondary and intermediate school-leavers
Mainly persons with short-course higher education and graduates of specialized institutes of higher education
Mainly university graduates

induction phase, i.e. the period which
elapses until new employees are able to
work more or less normally, the question
elicited surprise and requests for clarifi-
cation or else, in most cases, very non-
committal estimations.

There is no study on Germany which
draws distinctions between the compet-
ences expected after the various learning
and working stages in a similar manner
to that cited on Japan. It is, however, clear
that employers expect a high degree of
specialized competences at a much ear-
lier stage.

Initial in-plant training

The in-plant induction and initial train-
ing stage in Japan (cf. survey in Muta
1994) varies considerably according to the

economic sector, the size of the enterprise,
the department and educational qualifi-
cations. These variations are particularly
large due to the fact that, except for a
few fields, there is no public coordina-
tion or certification of vocational train-
ing. Some enterprises have their own full-
time schools which run training pro-
grammes over a number of years and are
recognized by the Ministry of Labour.
Others offer full skilled worker training
programmes, similar to the usual practice
in Germany, normally lasting two to three
years. The in-plant initial vocational train-
ing stage in Japan is usually much shorter.
Of almost 300 Japanese companies asked
at the beginning of the nineties about the
length of their initial training schemes:

❏ 29 per cent indicated an average du-
ration up to three months,

❏ 16 per cent up to six months,

❏ 42 per cent up to one year, and

❏ 12 per cent an average initial training
period in excess of one year.

Another study carried out in the late eight-
ies reveals the duration of the typical
phases of initial training:

❏ One in four enterprises invite future
employees for a familiarization pro-
gramme before they start work. This might
last anything up to one month (average
duration among all enterprises surveyed
2.3 days).

❏ Induction training, usually off-the-job
training immediately following the start
of employment, lasts an average of 25.3
days. Two to three-week seminars are the
most common form, often at the enter-
prises’ own training centres.

❏ The survey revealed an average dura-
tion of 100.2 days for initial on-the-job
training.

❏ Less than a third of enterprises pro-
vide follow-up training programmes off
the job. These last 5.2 days on average
(see Fig. 3).

In most cases, on-the-job training follows
no defined pattern and obeys no prede-
termined rules. Instead of this, each be-
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The Japanese situation is
such that “in most cases,
on-the-job training follows
no defined pattern and
obeys no predetermined
rules (...) (although) on-
the-job training is consid-
ered the core training
element for new employees
in Japanese enterprises.”

“Japan and Germany have
in common that (...) the
system of vocational
training and socialization
is called on to provide a
durable basis. In Ger-
many, the focus is on the
‘occupation’, (...) while
enterprises are inter-
changeable. In Japan, by
contrast, (...) socialization
in the enterprise context
is considered the major
foundation for a success-
ful career. (...)”

ginner is allocated an experienced em-
ployee as supervisor. In this one-to-one
training situation, the experienced em-
ployee is required to organize a learning
process which responds to the newcom-
er’s existing skills and qualifications and
aims to satisfy work requirements in the
first few years of employment. This in-
formal learning process under close su-
pervision generally lasts between six
months and one year. That it does not
constitute the full training programme is
underlined by the fact that many enter-
prises do not begin personnel assessments
until employees have been on the pay-
roll for two or three years.

On-the-job training is considered the core
training element for new employees in
Japanese enterprises, while off-the-job
training is seen as playing a complemen-
tary role. Independent learning (jiko
keihatsu) was the third type of training
mentioned. This may take the form of
programmes run by the enterprise or sim-
ply rely on the employees’ own initiative.
Some enterprises with particularly elabo-
rate training strategies expect their higher
education graduates to take a certain
number of courses in their first five years
of employment, in similar fashion to part-
time higher education assessed in cred-
its. In most cases, the company specifies

only some of the courses to be taken; the
others can be chosen by the employee.
Apart from that, employees can choose
from a range of courses, sometimes in-
cluding programmes based outside the
enterprise.

New developments

Japan and Germany have in common that
a successful career is not only, and per-
haps not mainly, a question of earnings
and associated incentives. It is more likely
that the system of vocational training and
socialization is called on to provide a
durable basis. In Germany, the focus is
on the “occupation”, i.e. pride in the na-
ture of one’s work and one’s training,
while enterprises are interchangeable. In
Japan, by contrast, training is normally a
gradual process based on the functional
demands of the job in question, while
socialization in the enterprise context is
considered the major foundation for a
successful career.

However, a number of signs have emerged
in recent years to indicate that this con-
trast between the two countries is becom-
ing less pronounced. In Germany, there is
now a stronger emphasis on flexibility in
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“However, a number of
signs have emerged in

recent years to indicate
that this contrast between

the two countries is
becoming less pro-

nounced.”
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terms of specialized and social skills and
on company loyalty, both at the recruit-
ment stage and in vocational training.

In Japan, greater importance is now at-
tached to specialized qualifications in
many occupational fields. Career oppor-
tunities are improving for people who
have a sound command of their field but
are not prepared to be redeployed within

the company at any time, whether this
involves a change of site or duties. Some
companies have introduced new career
structures for specialists.

These processes do not call into question
the prevalent attitudes to work, enterprise
and occupation either in Germany or Ja-
pan. They do, however, supplement them
and in this way moderate the contrasts.


