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Within the sociology of work, there are two main concepts regarding the development of 

industrial qualification requirements in modern societies: (1) Qualification requirements 

develop from rather subject-based skills (Fachwissen) into a broader, general knowledge. (2) 

Subject-based qualification becomes more important as the structure of work features greater 

differentiation and specialisation. I would like to follow the second concept here. 

 

Subject-based skills have gained great importance in modern societies for two reasons: the 

first is the increasing division of labour (in his essay ‘A Comparative Study of Modernization 

in Germany and Japan’ - in: G. Trommsdorff et al. <eds.> Japan in Transition. 1998: 149 - 

Erwin Scheuch speaks of the ‘so-called new division of labor’); the second reason is the 

development into a knowledge-based society with an increasing importance of the service 

sector. 

 

In the field of VET, a corresponding tendency can be observed. VET has always included 

subject-based skills as well as general knowledge. Today however, new qualification and 

competence approaches marginalise general knowledge and lead to a fragmented, 

modularized supply. 

 

Traditionally in Japan, general knowledge was very important at the transition from school to 

job. New employees acquired subject-based skills only after having been recruited, mainly by 

on-the-job training. The pattern of transition was closely linked to the candidates’ high level 

of education: most young people wanted to attend universities or colleges. In 2009, 54.4 % of 

all senior high school leavers went to universities or colleges subsequently (in 2008, it were 

even 78.0 %, including the students of special training schools here). 

 

I will present the results of my investigation on the question whether the employees’ subject-

based skills have become more important to the enterprises in Japan, too: Japanese enterprises 

make increasing use of the term ‘competency/competence’ which is a strong hint that subject-

based skills are gaining importance: the share of enterprises using the term rose from 5.7 % in 

1999 to 28.7 % in 2005 (JILPT Discussion Paper Series 07-04). Based on a 2007 survey by 

the Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training (JILPT) on the enterprises’ adoption of the 

term ‘competency’, and on several reports by the Japan Productivity Centre (2003, 2008), I 

will show how this term is defined by Japanese enterprises and where it is applied 

(recruitment practice, human resource development). 


