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Employment System of Japanese
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Career Implications of Lifetime Employ-
ment

The ideal concept of lifetime employment in
Japan implies that an individual career evolves
during a person's working life within only one
corporation typically chosen upon graduating from
school. Under this system, an individual career
bears the following features.

First, for the individual, choosing a company
represents a lifelong commitment. He will accept
and anticipate career development opportunities
within this company. Thus, voluntarily changing
employers is an exceptional phenomenon (i. e., an
error in choice) rather than a legitimate decision
in one’s career development. Secondly, work tends
to occupy a large portion of an individual's life.
For the lifetime employee in the Japanese com-
pany, the “kaisha” or company work means not
just performing an assigned job but collaborating
with co-workers with whom he will associate dur-
ing his work career in the company. Corporate life
becomes central to one's life.

Third, recruiting candidates with high potential
and developing them throughout their careers is of
strategic importance to the company. Under the
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lifetime employment system, hiring and training
implies an investment in people that involves
risks. The company cannot afford losing capable
and trained employees in their mid-career nor
hoarding a host of “deadwood” throughout their

career.

Practices Associated with the Lifetime
Employment System

Lifetime employment in the Japanese corpora-
tion does not mean a well-established social in-
stitution, but a system derived from a set of em-
ployment and human resource development prac-
tices. Those practices may be categorized as: (a)
recruiting new graduates and developing them
over time through training; (b) awarding pay in-
creases and promotions based on years of service;
and (c) maintaining long-term employment rela-
tions (i. e., no layoff practices). By definition, the
mere presence of one of the previous practices
does not constitute the lifetime employment sys-
tem. All three elements need to be present.

Yoshino (1968) in discussing the first element
noted that Japanese compainies have a clear re-
cruitment policy to hire only new graduates and to
extensively train them over a long time to meet
the corporation's specific needs. According to
Yoshino, the hiring criterion is not the specific
knowledge or skills already acquired, but a gener-
al capacity for future development, namely, flex-
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ibility and trainability. New recruits constitute the
bottom line, or the entry level, of the internal
labor market for the Japanese organization. Then,
through extensive organizational socialization and
skill development provided by the company’s
“kenshu” training program, critical human re-
sources are gradually built up in the organization
in conjunction with the practice of promoting from
within. This system works to depress mid-career
hiring by the company and mid-career voluntary
job change by the employee.

The second characteristic element of the
Japanese lifetime employment system is the senior-
ity-based pay and promotion practices. During the
early career stages, up to seven or eight years for
example, years of service acts as the single most
important determinant of pay and promotion. Dur-
ing the middle career stages merit plays a more
significant role. As pointed out by Ouchi (1981)
and Ouchi & Johnson (1978) de-emphasizing indi-
vidual merit in favor of seniority leads to deferred
performance evaluation and promotion. This is
one of the basic features of a Theory Z organiza-
tion. Drucker (1971) likewise maintained that em-
ployees in Japanese organizations are developed to
be generalists. They would show, in contrast to
specialists, deeper concerns over a broad range of
problems surrounding the company and, thus,
higher organizational commitment (Mowday, Por-
ter and Steers, 1982).

Third, under a lifetime employment system the
employer maintains a pledge, or a “psychological
contract” (Schein, 1980) that employees will not be
laid off except under extraordinarily difficult cir-
cumstance. In practice, a company’s efforts to re-
tain excess labor resulting from a down turn of
the economy or company business are evidence
that such a pledge is a reality rather than merely
lip service to the union and employees.

The concept of lifetime employment is, however,
constantly threatened by: (2) voluntary quits
among workers who do not appreciate the norm of

lifetime commitment (Marsh and Mannari, 1977,

1981); by (b) the relatively large number of non-
lifetime employees (part-time, seasonal, temporary,
and dispatched workers); and by (¢) various “em-
ployee adjustment”practices that give a company
broad discretion, other than by lay-off, to reduce
the size of the labor force, e. g., early retirement,
transfer to subsidiaries, re-location and so forth.
Due to these complicating factors, it is believed
that only one-third of Japanese employees are
actually covered by the lifetime employment sys-
tem (Inagami,1983). The percentage may be be-
coming smaller, because under the prolonged eco-
nomic stagnation and structural changes occurring
in industry, many Japanese companies have
shifted their employment policy toward reducing
the cost of labor. These employment policy
changes would include (2) decreasing the recruit-
ment of new graduates; (b) increasing the numer of
part-time female workers; (¢) substituting labor by
automated production systems and office equip-
ments; and (d) adjusting the size of the permanent
work force by promoting early retirement, dis-
patching to subsidiary companies, and re-locating
the place of employment. These practices are
further eroding the lifetime employment system in

Japan.

Subjective Career under the Japanese
Lifetime Employment System

Few empirical studies exist regarding how a
subjective career (Wilensky, 1960, Hall, 1976)
under the Japanese lifetime employment system
would appear. Past studies focus primarily on
objective careers, or on an institutional aspect of
the career phenomenon. Nonetheless, it is assumed
that subjective careers under the Japanese lifetime
employment system are harmonious with the cor-
poration’s practices. In short, Japanese employees
are presumed to be happy and enjoying opportuni-
ties provided by the company. “Benevolent” treat-
ments such as fringe benefits, welfare programs,

and individual considerations are viewed as con-
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tributing to the high satisfaction felt by Janpanese
workers (Abegglen, 1958; Rohlen, 1974). However,
there exists very little evidence to support the
above assumptions.

Another myth is that Japanese employees are all
loyal and committed to the corporations of their
first choosing. It is often assumed that employees

in Japanese organizations see themselves, not just

as hired labor but as members of the “family” in
whifh their occupational lives evolve over a life-
time. This suggests an analogy between the em-
ployee-organization and a child-family relationship
in which the “father” treats employees benevolent-
ly and protects them in exchange for loyalty and
commitment by the “children.” This paternalistic
relationship, which is deeply rooted in the old
family structure of feudal Japan, is invoked by the
intensive organizational socialization efforts by
the company to mold naive new recruits into a
group of loyal company men (Rohlen, 1974).

The previous two notions, namely high job
satisfaction and high organizational commitment
among lifetime employment workers in Japan,
seem to reinforce the widely held stereotypical im-
age of Japanese workers as happy and hard work-
ing people. Furthermore, a perception exists that
the Japanese economic miracle was only made
possible by the effort of these happy and hard
working employees. As a result, both practitioners
and researchers across the world have expressed
great enthusiasm for the Japanese management
style that could so successfully maintain such high
morale and productivity among workers. This hu-
man resource management aspect of the Japanese
organization is well illustrated by Abegglen and
Stalk’s recent work, Kaisha. The authors suggest
that Japanese management is the first in the his-
tory of world management to succeed in integrat-
ing individual and organizational goals (Abegglen
and Stalk, 1985).

Japanese manufacturing organizations have been
the focus of attention for their high quality pro-

ducts and productivity in the world economic mar-

#

ket. High product quality and production efficien-
cy indicate, among other things, the existence of
an effective human organization. But, production
workers in those Japanese organizations may not
necessarily feel happy and committed to the orga-
nizations because, theoretically, job satisfaction
(Brayfield and Grockett, 1955; Herzberg, Mausner,
Peterson and Capwell, 1957, Lawler and Porter,

1967) and organizational commitment (Mowday, et

al., 1982) are both independent of job performance.

Some Empirical Findings on Career De-
velopment under the Japanese Lifetime
Employment System

This paper examines career development under
the lifetime employment system in the Japanese
organization from two different points of view: the
objective and subjective career perspectives. The
results of two studies that were conducted cast se-
rious doubts on the assumed characteristics of
Japanese organizational careers. The first study
examind “objective” aspects of a career, a pattern
of upward mobility (Wakabayashi, 1980; Waka-
bayashi and Graen, 1984, 1988), while the second
study concentrated on the “subjective” aspects
(workers’ attitudes toward the job and the com-
pany) of organizational careers (Wakabayashi,
Gallagher, Sano and Kido, 1986). Based on a study
of the progress of management careers, Waka-
bayashi and Graen (1984, 1988) suggested that the
Japanese lifetime employment system tends to cre-
ate a serious problem or a flaw (Takagi, 1985) in
the pattern of upward mobility. Likewise, results
of second study, in combination with other stu-
dies, suggest that an assumption of the happy and
committed Japanese employee is no longer tenable.
Next, results of these studies are discussed in

more detail.

Problems Associated with the Pattern of
Upward Mobility under the Japanese
Lifetime Employment System
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Managerial practices associated with the
Japanese lifetime employment system, particularly
efforts to maintain employment security, promo-
tion by seniority, and human resource develop-
ment through training and education, may encour-
age employee career development only under cer-
tain conditions. According to Ouchi (1981), the
objective career is best characterized as “deferred

evaluation and promotion.” He maintained that,

given the longer period of time, management is
quite willing to invest in employees expecting to
collect its return later through their organization-
al careers. On the other hand, employees would be
motivated to learn and develop themselves over
the long period of time since the pressure arising
from a premature performance evaluation would
be removed. This suggests that career develop-
ment under the lifetime employment system in the
Japanese organization (2) evolves in an environ-
ment benign to development and (b) shows no ear-
ly systematic differentiation among cohort mem-
bers in their potential for future promotion.
Wakabayashi and Graen (1984,1988) explored
these notions of career progress through a longitu-
dinal study of the process of role making (Graen,
1976) of male college graduates recruited by one

of the large Japanese department stores.

The Japanese Management Career Prog-
ress Study

The purpose of this study was to explore the
validity of two hypotheses. The deferred evalua-
tion hypothesis suggests that career progress in
the Japanese organization is characterized by the
nurturing of generalists through deferred evalua-
tions and promotion. Ouchi and Johnson (1978) en-
dorse this view. On the other hand, the early dif-
ferentiation hypothesis suggest that the very early
stages of a manager’s career have a strong influ-
ence on his later progress. Graen (1976) argues
that success or failure during the period of role

making greatly affects a manager’s subsequent de-

velopment.

The Japanese management career progress
study was started in 1972 to explore career
growth (Wakabayashi, 1980). It focused on 80
male college graduates who were recruited by one
of the largest department stores in Japan. Ques-
tionnaires and interviews monitored the gradu-
ates’ development over the first three years (1972
through 1974). In 1978, seven years after their em-
ployment, the company's personnel records were
available to track the graduates’ career progress
based on criteria, such as promotion, salary and
bonus. Then in 1984, thirteen years after their em-
ployment, a second follow-up study was conducted
to collect basically the same set of data as the
seven-years follow-up. By this time, the number of
recruits available for the analysis had dropped
from 80 to 71 because of voluntary termintions
(Wakabayashi & Graen, 1984). Predictor and crite-
rion variables were developed to exmine career

progress in the organization.

Predictor Variables

First, a single measure of the newcomer’s poten-
tial was developed by integrating all assessment
data collected by the company, such as results
from psychological tests, an essay test, an English
proficiency test and interview ratings. Next, an in-
dex of vertical exchange (Dansereau, Graen and
Haga, 1975) was developed based upon question-
naires administered six times over the first three
years. Newcomers were asked to evaluate, on a
four-point scale, the quality of their relationship
with their supervisors by taking into considera-
tion the supervisor's willingness to help, his ex-
pectations, the flexibility, influence and job lati-
tude the newcomer was given, etc. Job performance
was evaluated by the supervisor through question-
naires administered six times over the first three
years. Likewise, promotability was based .on the
company’s appraisal of the newcomer’s career

potential at the end of the third year. Promotabil-
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ity was assessed by the supervisor and personnel
staff in terms of technical, interpersonal, and
administrative skills, plus energy and intelligence
observed by them.

Two additinal predictor variables were intro-
duced: university ranking and the first job. Uni-
versity ranking indicated the prestige of each new-
comer’s university as rated by a group of gradu-
ate students. The first job referred to the newcom-
er’s first assignment with a value of “1” assigned
to sales positions in the three largest branch
stores and “0” to others. This latter classification
was devised to evaluate the assumption by many
in the company that sales jobs in one of the large
branch stores provide the best background for

successful career.

Criteria Variables

Several criteria for measuring career success
were developed based on data collected in the
seventh and thirteenth years after employment.
An index of speed of promotion was developed as a

summary measure of how quickly the three major

#

promotion points (ranks) in the managerial hierar-
chy were achieved. Figure 1 shows that seven
years after employment the cohort of the 1972 col-
lege graduates reached the point where promotion
to the lower level position, the Sixth Grade (the
Kakari-cho rank), could be given. Only 42 out of 71
were first promoted. Promotions for the second
group (n=21) and the third group (n=8) lagged
behind by about six months from the respective
preceding group. For the analysis, those who were
promoted earlier were given the higher score at
each point. To create an overall speed of promo-
tion scale, promotion scores at the three points
were standardized and summed.

In Figure 1, promotion to the Eighth Grade (the
Ka-cho rank) indicates entry into middle manage-
ment.

A promotability index was developed by aggre-
gating the company’s appraisals from 1980, 1983
and 1985 of the employees’ career potential. Com-
pany personnel files provided additional data used
to develop the salary (1985) and bonus (1985)

criteria as measures of career success.

Promorion Prosorion PromoTion
To Grave 6 to Grabe 7 To Grane 8
(1978, (1981, (1985
18 28 N
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T JRE ; » 11 3
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8 7
ToraL 71 71 71
Figure 1 Career Mobility Over 13 Years.
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Results of the Japanese Career Progress
Study

Table 1 shows correlation coefficients among
the varibles used in the analysis. The results indi-
cate that (8) criteria measure correlate highly with
each other, and that (b) three predictors, namely
vertical exchange (1972 — 1974), promotability in-
dex (1974) and job performance (1972 —1974), are
highly correlated with criteria measures. These
results suggest that the role-making process dur-
ing the first three years in the organization tends
to strongly influence career success after thirteen
years (in 1985).

To further explore the previous results, hierar-
chical regressions were performed on each crite-
rion variable (Cohen and Cohen, 1975). Results are
shown in Table2. Values in the Rf column indi-
cate the magnitude of the squared multiple cor-
relations generated by the first set of predictor

variables of university ranking, first job, and

Table 1

potential. The adjusted estimates are shown in pa-
rentheses. Likewise, R5 and RZ denote those cor-
relations generated by introducing the second set
of predictors (vertical exchange (VE) and a VExP
term), and by the third set of predictors (promota-
bility index and job performance) respectively.
Table 2 shows standardized regression coeffi-
cients (beta) generated by the third step regres-
sion analysis.

Results in Table 2 indicate that none of the R?
values were statistically significant. Although uni-
versity ranking and assessed potential showed
significant correlations with some criteria at the
zero-order level, the R for these criteria failed to
reach significance.

The second step regression equation conducted
by introducing the VE and VExP terms, in addi-
tion to the first step of predictors, produced con-
sistent and significant results except for bonus.
The unique effect of the VE and VExP terms upon

the criteria variables was computed as a differ-

Correlation Coefficients Among Variables

Speed of Promotion
(1978—1985)

2. Promotability Index T8k —
(1980—1985)
3. Bonus (1985) BTFE BYWE
4. Salary (1985) JQ2%k 7ok
5. University Ranking .24%* .23%
6. First Job A1 —.00
7. Potential .23%* .20
8. Vertical Exchange A1FE 40
(1972—1974)
Promotability Index JB1FE 5g¥*
(1974
10. Job Performance L49%* 52¥*

(1972—1974)

ST K

.10

.05

.15

27*

51k

42%K

27* —

12 .13 —

17 32% —.20 —

39wk 3% —.17 21 —

56% 05 —.06 21 6%k —
A42%F — 04 —-.01 .26% 3%k gk

Note. Variables from 1 to 4 are criterion scales, while those from 5 to 10 are predictor scales.

* p<,05, * p<.01.
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CAREER DEVELOPMENT UNDER THE LIFETIME EMPLOYMENT SYSTEM

ence of the squared multiple correlation (Rzl_z) be-
tween the R21 and the Rg. The size of the Rz,_z

shown in Table 2 ranged from .079 to .180, in-
dicating that after the first step variables are par-
tialled out, the average level of vertical exchange
experienced by the newcomer during his first
three years and its interaction with potential did
contribute significantly (p<<.05; p<<.0l) to career
outcomes at thirteen years of tenure. Moreover, it
was found that the unique contribution produced
by the VE and VExP terms more than doubled the
total contribution of the first set of variables. This
suggests that the quality of vertical exchange is
one of the more important dynamic conditions for
career progress.

Results of the third step analysis are also listed
in Table 2. In the third step analysis two perform-
ance related ratings, promotability index (PI) and
job performance (JP) were added to the second set
of variables. A considerably large proportion of
the criterion variance (ranging from 29.9 percent
to 51.5 percent) was explained by this third step.
All R:s are significant at the p<<.01 level. Second,
all increases in the squared multiple correlations
(R 2_3 ) were significant (p < .01). These results
suggest that the performance and promotability
ratings given during the first three years contri-
buted unique explanatory power ranging from
18.9% to 24.6% for career outcomes after thirteen
years. Third, regression coefficients (beta) for the
VE and PI scales showed significant and consis-
tently positive contributions to all outcome mea-

sures, while job performance washed out.
Early Career Differentiation

It was found that the newcomer’s progress into
middle management was influenced more strongly
by his relationship with his supervisor, job per-
formance and assessed promotability (process
variables) during the first three years on the job,
than by university ranking, his first job and his

potential (antecedent variables). Newcomers were

clearly differentiated in terms of their relationship
with the supervisor, their level of job performance
and their promotability by the end of the third
years. Moreover, these factors largely explained
the variations in promotion, salary and bonus in
the thirteenth year. Thus, early career differentia-
tion, rather than deferred evaluation and promo-
tion, appear to be the basic feature of managerial
career progress.

Given the effect of vertical exchange it seems

that the newcomer's career progress was triggered
by a good relationship with his supervisor which
afforded him critical developmental opportunities.
This may enable him to acquire needed skills,
knowledge and expertise which, in turn, develops
an even stronger relationship with his supervisor.
Thus, the quality of the employee-supervisor rela-
tionship plus performance and assessed promota-
bility during the first three years may act as a
catalyst for future career development. This result
indicates that the environment for managerial
career progress under the lifetime employment
system in the Japanese organization is far from be-
nign. Rather, it entails obstacles and confronta-
tions involving the relationship with the super-
visor (Graen,1976), or disenchantment with the job
which could lead the newcomer to leave the orga-
nization (Dunnette, Arvey and Banas, 1973). In
fact, only those newcomers who enjoyed a high
vertical exchange relationship with the immediate
supervisor during the early stage of their career
were able to establish a springboard for their fu-
ture career progress.

Third, it seems that promotion to middle man-
agement involves a very keen competition among
cohort members from the beginning of their orga-
nizational careers. The promotion tree diagram
presened in Figure 1 illustrates that the promo-
tion process may follow a pattern of tournament
mobility (Rosenbaum, 1979). Those who “win” the
first promotions of the group at a particular stage
are given the first opportunity to competes for a
promotion at the succeeding step. Thus, those who
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are not selected first in a promotional group at a
certain promotion stage compete only for the
second, third, or even slower “round” of selection
in the promotion game during the remainder of
their organizational careers. It must be empha-
sized that the newcomer’s rate of promotion along
the promotion tree is considerably predictable
based upon the vertical exchange experienced,
promotability evaluation, and potential assessment
obtained by the end of the third year. It appears
that promotion in the thirteenth year to middle
management in one lifetime employment organiza-
tion involves a rather keen competition based
upon an early career evaluation and differentia-
tion. This result suggests “early evaluation and
differentiation” rather that “deferred evaluation
and promotion” (Ouchi and Johnson, 1978) as one
of the principal features of career progress in this

Japanese corporation.

Job Satisfaction and Organizational Com-
mitment under the Lifetime Employment
System

Subjective career issues for Japanese workers
under the lifetime employment system involve the
following two questions: (a) How do a worker’s
attitudes toward the job and the organization
change as his career evolves within the organiza-
tion?; and (b) Is the hypothesis of a happy and
committed Japanese worker tenable from the point
of view of organizational career development?
These questions have been partially studied with
respect to organizational commitment (Marsh and
Mannari, 1977, 1981), job satisfaction (Lincoln and
Kalleberg, 1985; Japanese Electric Workers Union,
1986), quality of work life (Takezawa, et al., 1982)
and work stress (Defrank, Matteson, Schweiger
and Ivancevich, 1985) among Japanese workers.
But no systematic data have ever been collected to
assess the issues of subjective career under the
lifetime employment system in the Japanese orga-
nization.

=3

Impact of Seniority upon Job Satisfaction
and Organizational Commitment

Wakabayashi, Gallagher, Sano and Kido (1986)
conducted a questionnaire survey of Japanese
workers (all union members) in eighteen different
manufacturing firms in the Nagoya area. Out of
7,390 respondents (representing a 78.1 percent
response rate), 3,151 respondents were identified
for the analysis as “pure” lifetime employment
workers. They had been employed by the same
companies since they were first hired after
finishing school.

Table 3 shows the number of subjects and
means for major variables used in the analysis
based on the subject’s education (high school vs.
college) and years of service in the organization.
The intrinsic job satisfaction and extrinsic job satis-
faction scales (5-point scales) were both developed
based on the MSQ items (Lofquist and Dawis,
1969). Organizational commitment derived from the
OCQ (Porter, Steers, Mowday and Boulian, 1974;
Mowday, Porter and Steers, 1982), used six items
(a 5-point scale) representing the subject’s identi-
fication with the company. On the other hand, the
following four scales were developed by Waka-
bayashi and his associates (1986) for this study.

The commitment to the work group scale was
based on five items (a 5-point scale) indicating a
worker’s willingness to contribute to his group.
The involvement in union activities scale included
four items (a 5-point scale) that reflect a subject’s
willingess to support and participate in union acti-
vities. The two life interest scales, hobbies & free
time, and home & children included two items re-
spectively, focusing on the importance (on a 4-
point scale) of these issues in the subject’s life.
Then, the last scale on chances of alternative jobs
explored the possibility that the subject would
attach to finding the same or a better job else-
where in the open job market (Mobley, Horner,
and Hollingsworth, 1978).

In Table 3, mean changes indicate that for both
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college and high school graduates extrinsic job
satisfaction and organizational commitment do not
show linear increases as seniority increases.
Rather, mean changes for those variables follow
the U-shaped curvilinear trend. Figure 2 illus-
trates this trend for extrinsic job satisfaction.
These

committed worker hypothesis about lifetime em-

results indicate that the happy-and-
ployees in the Japanese organization seems to be
too naive and simple.

Commitment to the work group, union involve-
ment and the importance of home and children all
display a linear increase as seniority increases.
Figure 3 shows this trend for the work group
commitment. These results indicate that a work-
er's psychological attachment to the work and his
group, the union organization, and his home and
children keeps increasing rather steadily as his
career develops under the lifetime employment

system in the Japanese organization.

Extrinsic Job
Satisfaction
21.0

20.0

18.0

17.0

#

Finally, the chances of finding alternative jobs
gradually decrease along the seniority progres-
sion. Intrinsic job satisfaction moves up and down
making an interpretation difficult.

The above results suggest that seniority prog-
ression under the lifetime employment system in
the Japanese organization generates a complex
alleyway of psychological responses among em-
ployees. In the early stages of a career an increase
in seniority impacts negatively upon extrinsic job
satisfaction and organizational commitment, but
positively upon work group commitment, union in-
volvement, and personal interest in home and chil-
dren. Then, in the middle and late career stages
an increase in seniority leads to more positive re-
sponses to all aspects of organizational lives. To
further illustrate the differential impact of senior-
ity between the early and the middle-to-late career
stages, correlation coefficients were computed be-

tween years of service and the career related vari-

—— High school graduate

=-== College graduate

1,2 3.4 56 7.8

9,10 11,12 13,14 15~19 20

Years of Service

Figure 2 Extrinsic Job Satisfaction for High School
and College Groups based on Years of Service
in the Organization
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Commitment to the
Work Group

19.0

18.0

17.0

16.0

15.0 i 1 L

— High school graduate

——— College graduate

n a

1,2 3,4 5,6 7,8

Figure 3

ables. Table 4 displays such correlations for sub-
jects in the early career stage (less than 10 years
of service) and for the middle-to-late career (over
11 years of service) separately. It was found that
for both the college and high school groups years
of service correlates negatively with extrinsic job
satisfaction and organizational commitment during
the early career stage, but positively in the mid-
dle-to-late career stages, thus making differences
between the two correlations statistically signifi-
cant. These results match the observed U-shaped
changes (see Figure 2) in extrinsic job satisfaction
and organizational commitment along the seniority

progression. In Table 4, the same pattern of cor-

9,10 11,12 13,14

15~19 20

Commitment to the Work Group for High School
and College Groups based on Years of Service
in the Organization

relations are found for intrinsic job satisfaction
and chances of finding alternative jobs, though the
U-shaped trend is not as clear for these variables.
On the other hand, correlations for commitment to
the work group, involvment in union activities,
and life interest in home and children were all
positive throughout all career stages. As shown in
Figure 3, seniority progression has a positive
effect in these areas for both college and high
school groups.

These results, then, raise an important question.
Why does the level of extrinsic job satisfaction
and organizational commitment temporarily de-

cline, rather than increase steadily, during the
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CAREER DEVELOPMENT UNDER THE LIFETIME EMPLOYMENT SYSTEM

early career stages under the lifetime employment
system in the Japanese organization? One possible
answer is that under the seniority based wage and
promotion system individual contributions to pro-
ductivity do not match the level of extrinsic re-
wards (pay and promotion in particular) given by
the organization. In other words, this system re-
quires an employee to collect on his earlier con-
tribution to the organization in later career stages.
This time lag in the contribution/compensation
linkage seems to lead to an “underpayment” (and
thus dissatisfaction) among those in the most pro-
ductive middle career stage, and conversely “over-
payment” (and thus high job satisfaction) among
those in possibly less productive early and late
stages.

The above complex relationship among an em-
ployee’s contribution, the company’s compensation,
and job satisfaction is shown in Figure 4. Figure 4
indicates that during the early career stages an
employee’s contribution tends to lag behind the
almost automatic pay increases and promotions
generating an overpaid situation, where high job
satisfaction would emerge. On the other hand, in
the middle career stage employees may feel that

they are underpaid, thus feeling dissatisfied, be-

cause of the deferred pay increases and promo-
tions relative to their increased contributions to
the organization. This happens because pay in-
creases and promotions unfold slowly and gra-
dually under the Japanese seniority system. Then
again in the late career stage an overpaid period
starts since contributions tend to taper off, while
compensation keeps increasing follwing the senior-
ity progression.

The main cause for the emerging U-shaped job
satisfaction curve seems attributable to those em-
ployees who are underpaid during the most pro-
ductive mid-career stage. This mechanism seems
to be working for organizational commitment also.
These results do not fit the stereotyped image of
the the
Japanese organization. It seems rather clear that,

in the

“happy-and-committed” employees in

under the lifetime employment system
Japanese organization, those who are satisfied are
either the young, new employees who are under-
going organizational socialization and training, but
nonetheless receive a full salary, or the estab-
lished and relatively tenured older employees who
are entitled to collect the fruit of their past con-
tributions while enjoying high status and respect

in the hierarchical organization (Nakane, 1970) in

/ Satisfaction

High ,
/
/
Under paid // Compensation
Jizaa N\
4 Contribution
//
7/ Over paid
/s
Low .
P Years of service
Early career Mid career Late career
Figure 4 Hypothesized Relationships between Worker’s Contribution, Compensation,

and the Level of Job Satisfaction among Japanese Permanent Workers.
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Japanese workers experience relatively low
psychological well-being on the job. This could be
attributable to (2) low job satisfaction, and (b) the
fear of making mistakes and high stress on the
job.

The recent study conducted by Lincoln and Kal-
leberg (1985) based upon workers in manufactur-
ing industries in Japan (n=4,567) and the United
States (n=3,735) suggested that Japanese workers
experience low organizational commitment as well
as low job satisfaction. Figure 5 utilizing some of
the data provided by Lincoln and Kalleberg (1985)
clearly illustrates that attitudes toward work and
job satisfaction among Japanese workers are lower
relative to their American colleagues (p < .0D).
Their study also revealed that Japanese workers’
organizational commitment, as measured by some
of the Porter et al. (1974) organizational commit-
ment (OCQ) items, is constantly lower compared to
American workers. Since the sample in the au-
thors’ study was selected carefully so that the two
groups of workers are directly comparable, these
results pose a serious question about the legitima-
cy of the happy-and-committed employee hypoth-
esis of Japanese workers.

Low organizational commitment among Japanese

employees was also reported by Cole (1979) who

F

conducted a comparative study involving workers
in Yokohama and Detroit. Besides Cole, Naoi and
Schooler (1985) indentified that a worker's pride
in his company is significantly lower among
Japanese workers relative to their U.S. colleagues.
A recent study by Wakabayashi and his associ-
ates (1986) found that organizational commitment
among male Japanese workers, evaluated by aggre-
gating all 15 items of the Porther et al. OCQ, is
much lower than that reported by the various seg-
ments of employees representing the American
labor force (Van Maanen, 1975).

Not only is job satisfaction among Japanese
workers lower than that of their American col-
leagues, but it is also lower than for most of the
workers in the industrialized nations of the world.
A recent survey by the Japan Electric Workers
Union (1986) involving the electrical workers in
the world indicated that the level of overall job
satisfaction (an aggregate of the 20 satisfaction
items) for Japanese workers is the second lowest
among the nine nations surveyed: Sweden on top
followed by the Federal Republic of Germany, Un-
ited Kingdom, Hungary, Hong Kong, Yugoslavia,
Poland, Japan and Italy. Furthermore, Komai
(1987) conducted a well controlled study in which
Japanese (n = 203) and American (n = 196) auto

Table 5 A Comparison of Job Satisfaction between Japanese (J) and American (Us)

Auto Workers

Aspect of Job Satisfied Dissativsfied__ N.A
Satisfaction very  fairly a little neither fairly  very
US 255 413 199 1.5 2.6 2.6 —
Overall 7 20 148 433 10.3 30 3.6 1.0
Pa US 424 327 163 0.5 6.1 2.0
y J 3.0 4.9 36.0 8.4 37.8 9.4 -
o US 204 260 235 5.1 15.3 9.7 —
Responsibility 7 25 7.4 36.9 236 232 5.9 0.5
. US 163 225  20.4 12.8 163 11.2 0.5
Promotion T 05 54 251 30,1 276 10.3 1.0
. US 235 378 214 1.0 10.2 5.6 0.5
Human Relations ~ *p°  “gg  50¢ 20 7.4 143 6.4 0.5

Figures in the table denote percentages.

US: America, J: Japan
Source : Komai (1985)
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Japan. It is ironic that the most productive and
contributing employees tend to feel trapped and
less satisfied in the middle of their organizational

careers.

The Quality of Subjective Career among
Employees in the Japanese Organization

Cross-cultural comparisons of job satisfaction

involving Japanese workers constantly reveal that
low job satisfaction may be prevalent among
Japanese workers compared to their colleagues in
America, Europe and even in the developing coun-
tries. Nonetheless, very few studies have ever
seriously questioned the possible flaw in the qual-
ity of work life among the Japanese workers
(Takezawa, et al, 1982). A review of several
cross-cultural studies showed that the average
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workers were randomly selected from a large auto
plant in their respective country. The two groups
of auto workers were directly comparable regard-
ing the various aspects of job satisfaction.

Table 5 shows that the percentage of satisfied
workers is far greater in the American auto sam-
ple compared to the Japanese one in all aspects of
the job including overall job satisfaction. Although
many methodological problems may be involved in
a cross-cultural comparison of mean scores (Bar-
rett and Bass, 1976; Wakabayashi and Kido, 1986),
there seems to be good empirical evidence to con-
clude that Japanese workers experience relatively
low job satisfaction rather than being content with
their jobs and their organizations.

Second, the notion that Japanese workers may
be experiencing high fear and stress on the job
can be illustrated (Figure 6) by drawing on the
survey report published by the Japan Electric
Workers Union (1986). In this survey, Japanese
electric workers were (2) the most fearful of mak-
ing mistakes in their work, (b) the most dependent
upon other people's evaluation of their own job
performance, and (¢) enjoying the work they do
the least, compared to their colleagues in other
countries. These results suggest that employees in

Strongly 5
agree

Agree

%

the Japanese organization might be working very
hard, not because they are strongly motivated to
achieve  something  self-satisfying or  self-
actualizing, but because they want to avoid failure
in living up to other's expectations. Under the
situation where tasks are assigned to a group, not
to an individual, someone's faults could result in
serious consequences, and thus, the work becomes
hardly enjoyable. Moreover, emphasis on high pro-
ductivity and product quality may make the work-
er's feeling on the job even more stressful and
tense. Such anxieties would easily off-set any posi-
tive effect associated with performing a challeng-
ing task or engaging in close human relations acti-

vities with peers.
Conclusion

Many new developments are taking place now
in Japan, shaking Japan's traditional employment
systems and practices. The economic structure is
changing. And, in the process of economic restruc-
turing, many workers are losing their jobs. To
make matters more difficult, women and older peo-
ple are joining the workforce in growing numbers

today. This trend may cause a quick erosion of

L——-— I work mainly because I enjoy the kind of work I do.
Mistakes in my work could have serious consequences.

--=-=-- The efficiency of my work is dependent on the performance of others.

Unclear j '
2.9 v
26 -T2 2.8
A
Strongly T
disagree 1
7 g g 5 5 » = = o
% 5 E 2 3 2 £ 5
o ® £ = 8 & = 8 2
I = = = o
3 g =
o o o
2

Figure 6

The Quality of Work Experience among Electric Workers in th
World Drawn from Japanese Electric \% 6)

orkers Union, (1986)
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the traditional lifetime employment system in the
Japanese organization.

The increase in unemployment taking place in
Japan can be attributed to the evolving industrial
restructuring. By European and American stan-
dards, unemployment in Japan has remained at a
very low level for many years. But, with a rising
price in the yen and a mounting difficulty in ex-
panding the export business, the nation’s jobless
rate has finally risen about three percent. Future
prospects are not bright. It may be only a matter
of time before Japan's unemployment rate catches
up with Europe and America's rates.

According to estimates by the Labor Ministry in
this year's Labor White Paper, the cost of labor in
the Japanese manufacturing sector was 68 percent
of that in the United States last year. But in 1988,
the figure has risen to 118 percent with an ex-
change rate of 130 yen to a dollar. The white pap-
er further reports that an estimated 1.7 million
workers have become surplus labor in the manu-
facturing sector because of this increase in the re-
lative cost of labor.

As more and more Japanese companies “adjust”
surplus labor, there will be a growing number of
middle-aged and older workers who will reluctant-
ly resign their jobs. Thus, one may safely say that
the traditional lifetime employment system is no
longer what it used to be. And workers, on the
other hand, may quickly lose the traditional work
ethic of remaining royal to just one company.

Are there now any such employees who match
the traditional, stereotyped image of lifetime work:
ers in the Japanese organization? Did they ever
exist in the past? In light of these serious ques-
tions and the changing environment, systematic
studies of the impact on permanent employment
workers in the Japanese company are warranted
by focusing upon the objective as well as subjec-
tive aspects of their careers in Japanese organiza-

tions.
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