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Outline of the work:

Standard Workers, Non-standard Workers: Central Issues in Labour Economics in Japan Today
(Keio University Press, 2017) by Prof. Ryo Kambayashi is a synthesis of various empirical research
works he has conducted for the past twenty years in labour economics. Topics he has discussed
range from the so-called Japanese employment practice to “standard” and ‘“non-standard” job
contracts, wage differentials, task polarization, and economic interpretations of legal institutions
such as dismissal regulation. The book covers a long period from pre-World War II times to the
2010s with particular attention to the more recent past in Japan, thus offering a wider, historical
perspective on current labour market issues we face today.

The volume is divided into three parts (plus introductory and concluding chapters). Two
chapters in Part 1 are concerned with the period before the establishment of the Japanese
employment system. It begins with the investigation into private and public job placement services
in the 1920s and 30s, when it was the only means of governmental intervention into the labour
market. While the state’s venture had hardly been successful, the scale of state intervention
increased under the war-time command economy regime. One of the noteworthy mechanisms
introduced from above was an organisation for both the employer and employees to moderate
labour relations at the shop-floor level. While the government’s aim was to raise productivity at the
industry level, the workers saw the new scheme as a means which enabled them to have a voice.
This practice of labour-management communications was sanctioned by post-1945 reformers,
taking root in post-war Japanese firms as the cornerstone of their employment system.

The second part with three chapters focuses on the contrast between standard and non-standard
employment categories found in every sphere of the current Japanese labour market. The two
contrasting categories can apply to individual workers as well as to firms exhibiting the same
contrast in terms of the proportion of employees on standard contracts. The two also correspond
roughly to organised and unorganised labour. A commonly-held view is that the share of standard
contracts is decreasing, which is thought to imply that the Japanese long-term employment practice
is in decline. One of the major findings in Part II, however, is that the proportion of standard
workers in the total workforce aged between 18 and 54 has not declined. The proportion remained
stable even in the bubble burst period since the late 1990s, and much the same can be said about the
ten-year job retention rate for the core workers (defined as male university graduates with five or



more years of tenure). The proportion of non-standard workers did increase, but another important
finding in Part II makes it clear that this increase was not matched by a decline in that of standard
workers, but by the shrinking of the self-employed.

It is argued that these facts are reflections of underlying forces at work in the dual structure of
standard and non-standard employments: the standard workers and their unions have a voice in the
collective bargaining and other processes whereas the non-standard workers suffer from the lack of
communications with their management. One chapter of Part II looks at judicial precedent cases
concerning dismissal and changes in work rules, which suggests that over the post-war period court
has encouraged both labour and management to talk to each other about any aspect of the work
rules, and hence that any dismissal or wage cut should be judged in relation to the agreed internal
rules. This judicial tradition has worked favourably for the standard, organised workers and
unfavourably for the non-standard, unorganised.

Part III (with four chapters) turns to underlying tendencies which are at work in the recent past.
Inequality in wages is increasing, which is apparent if age, gender, tenure, academic background
and employer characteristics are controlled for. Also, task polarization is in progress with the share
of non-routine tasks expanding. Another unmistakable trend is a steady decline of the self-
employed. Although it is difficult to identify mechanisms at work, it is believed that the decline in
the share of routine, physical tasks, on the one hand, and the increase in share of non-standard
employment contracts, on the other, have something to do with the traditional, informal sector’s
decline. Finally, while the standard, organised sector still enjoys labour-management autonomy, the
examination of recent revisions in minimum wage administration and the worker dispatching act
suggests that the third party’s influence will grow in the near future.

To write this book Prof. Kambayashi has explored a wide range of official statistics and
surveys, scrutinised them, and applied the most up-to-date methods of analysis wherever data
permit. The book has presented a comprehensive picture of the unbalanced structure of the standard
and non-standard duality, identified when that structure emerged and how it worked, and has
suggested in what way it will change in the future. As such, this work is a great contribution to
studies in modern and contemporary Japanese economic history as well as labour economics.
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