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2015: Vocational Education, Citizenship and Participation 

New Trend in Japanese VET: Companies’ In-house Training Shrinking. 

Mikiko Eswein 

1. Introduction 

In the year 2012, the ‘Japanese Journal of Labour Studies’ (日本労働研究雑誌

Nihon rodo kenkyū zasshi), issued by the Ministry of Welfare and Labour’s 

Japan Institute of Labour Policy and Training (JILPT), made vocational 

education a subject of discussion: Its researchers had observed a long-term 

decrease of the in-house training of Japanese companies, regarding both On-the-

Job Training (OJT)
1
 and Off-the-Job Training (Off JT) - the latter completing 

OJT (cf. JILPT 2012: 2-3). 

As the Journal is not very explicit about the observation period, I will further 

examine this decrease using the ‘Basic Investigations on VET’ (能力開発基本調査

Nōryoku kaihatsu kihon chōsa) which the Japanese Ministry of Welfare and 

Labour has been publishing annually since 1979. I am using the section called 

‘Survey on Factories’ here, which refers to the actual implementation of OJT 

and Off JT in the factories chosen for the annual survey. About 7.000 factories 

with 30 and more workers participate in the survey. 

Figure 1 shows how many of them had practiced OJT and/or Off JT from the 

year 2000 to 2013.
2
 During this period, an overall rising trend in both OJT and 

Off JT can be observed. This result would clearly be in contradiction to the 

above findings. 
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Off JT 64.9 60.2 48.7 58.3 60.1 72.2 77.2 77.0 68.5 67.1 71.4 69.7 69.9 72.4 

OJT 41.6  44.8 41.6 46.7 48.9 53.9 45.9 59.2 57.2 57.8 63.0 59.1 59.4 62.2 

 

Fig. 1: Results of the survey on factories practicing OJT and/or Off JT, from 2000 to 2013 

                                                           
1
 During the 1950s, OJT was introduced to Japan from the USA and spread rapidly during the 1960s, 

when there was a labour shortage. The original American model of OJT had been developed purely for 

the transfer of skills, but when it was adopted in Japanese workplaces, it changed to reflect the Japanese 

tradition of in-company training for apprentices. Indeed, it became the main model for training 

apprentices (a traditional model in which master craftsmen trained their apprentices in a time-honoured 

and authoritarian manner). This remained the dominant model of OJT until the 1990s, when planned 

OJT was introduced, which focuses instead on promoting and developing individual aptitudes and 

preferences. 
2
 From 2000 to 2010 however, an upward trend could be observed (cf. Eswein 2012: 58 et seqq.).
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Thus, let’s start earlier with our review: in the 1980s. Between 1986 and 1992 

(during the so-called ‘bubble economy’ period), as much as 70 % to 80 % of the 

Japanese factories had implemented Off JT (cf. Hara 2007) (in 1986 it was 

80.6 %, in 1988 it was 73.8 %; cf. Ministry of Labour 1987). Since 2005, the 

proportion of factories offering Off JT has again been reaching the level of the 

1980s. 

The implementation of OJT, however, was not well covered by the survey 

during the 1980s as it was not clearly defined. Only Hara provides data for 

1987: it was as much as 74.2 %.
3
 However since 2005, its level has only been 

between 45.9 % and 63.0 %, with a peak in 2010. 

Generally, the level of implementation of OJT und Off JT depends on the 

economic situation, because the companies have to finance their VET by 

themselves (cf. Harada 2011: 20, 27; Hara 2009). However, even when the 

bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers occurred in September 2009, the proportion of 

companies offering OJT and/or Off JT did not decrease. It was rather before the 

crisis that the volume of OJT and Off JT was lower than after the crises: in 2008, 

it was 57.2 % for OJT und 68.5 % for Off JT. in 2009: OJT 57.8 % and Off JT 

67.1 %. That is to say the level of implementing OJT and Off JT did not depend 

on the economic situation. 

What is the reason why OJT was not practiced more widely, and why does Off 

JT seem to be more important than OJT? To answer this question, I will 

investigate problems of factories which offered VET in 2013. 

2. Problems when Implementing VET 

According to the Ministry’s ‘Basic Investigations on VET’ (cf. MEXT 2014) for 

2013, 70.7 % of the factories surveyed had problems when implementing VET 

in their factories (thus more than in 2012, with 68.7 %). The answers most 

frequently chosen to the question ‘What problems do you face when offering 

VET?’ were, first: lack of teachers with 51.5 %, second: lack of time with 46.0%, 

and third: newcomers frequently changing companies with 40.6 % (cf. MEXT 

2014).
4
 

                                                           
3
 It was rather the implementation of general in-house VET which was surveyed: In 1988, it was 73.8 % 

(cf. Ministry of Labour 1990). 
4
 25 years earlier, in 1988, the answers most frequently chosen by the factories which did not offer in-

house VET in 1988 (23.8 %), to the similar question ‘What was the reason why you did not implement 

VET?’, were different from 2013, namely: lack of time, with 70.7 %, lack of facilities, with 32.7 % and 

lack of know-how, with 23.9%. Lack of teachers was chosen by only 20.4 % (cf. Ministry of Labour 

1990: 8). Thus, the ‘lack of teachers’ became visible as a major problem only in 2013. 
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A lack of teachers can hardly be associated with the decrease in the volume of 

OJT, as the OJT coach is the line manager himself. It is rather a problem 

attached to Off JT which has gained great importance again. Besides, Off JT is 

implemented for new tasks rather than for routine work. 

Apparently, the companies could not find enough qualified teachers. Could this 

be a sign of a change of the economic system in Japan? Is this also the reason 

why Off JT has again become more important than OJT - thus causing its 

decrease? 

Considering the change of the economic system of Japan, the government, the 

prefectures, and the ministries found that the efficiency of the Japanese VET 

system had to be improved and reformed. 

3. Changing Economic Environment Resulting in New Requirements for 

VET in Japan 

The service sector has become more and more important within the Japanese 

economic system, and more people are working in this sector than ever before. 

The problem associated with this is that Japanese VET with its integral element 

of the so-called Japanese Management was formed and developed during the 

period of prosperity in the manufacturing industry, which began in the 1950s, 

and that it may therefore not be fit for today’s requirements. Let me first look at 

the economic process in Japan since 1950. 

3.1 The Japanese Economic Process since 1950 

Figure 2 from the Statistics Bureau of the Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs 

and Communications, published in 2010, shows the increase in the share of 

people working in the service sector from 1950 to 2005. 

 

Fig. 2: Growth of the percentage of people working in the tertiary sector in Japan, from 1950 to 2005 

(cf. Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 2010) 
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The green bars indicate the percentage of workers in the primary sector. This 

sector includes agriculture, forestry and fishery. The blue bars stand for the 

secondary sector, comprising the manufacturing, mining and building industries. 

The pink bars represent workers in the tertiary sector which comprises all other 

fields of work. 

According to the 2010 Labour and Economic White Book, the proportion of 

people working in the primary sector was 21.0 % of the total of the Japanese 

working population in 1955. Until 2008, this proportion had decreased to only 

1.6 %. By contrast, between 1955 and 1970, the number of people working in 

the secondary sector increased from 36.8 % to 46.6 %. During this economic 

boom period, the Japanese Management dating back to the 1920s, rose again. 

But until 2008, the workforce in the secondary sector decreased to 28.8 %. The 

tertiary sector has been continuously growing since 1950. In 1955, the share of 

workers in this sector was already 42.2 % in Japan, rising to 69.6 % until 2008 

(cf. 2010 Labour and Economic White Book: 86), and 70.6 % until 2010 (cf. 

2013 Labour and Economic White Book: 81). 

The great demand for the service sector in Japan was caused by the overaging of 

society and by the concentration of the population in the urban areas. In 2010, 

each citizen spent 60 % of his total expenses in the service sector (cf. Mitsubishi 

Tokyo UFJ Bank: 2010). Within this sector, the largest boom was seen between 

2005 and 2010 in the fields of ‘old-age care’ with an increase of 580,000 

workers and ‘medical supply’ with 260,000 additional persons working there (cf. 

2013 Labour and Economic White Book: 81). 

3.2. Measures Taken by the Government for Securing Service Quality 

Standards - Implementation of State Examinations and Licences for 

Certain Professions 

Because of the growing service market, the Japanese government has recently 

been trying to protect the consumers against low-quality offers, especially in the 

medical sector, in old-age care, in child day-care centres and in kindergartens (cf. 

Cabinet Office, Japanese Government 2004). In order to ensure certain standards 

for the specialists working in these fields, the government introduced control of 

service quality by means of state examinations and licences. 

Given the need of the economic system for qualified labour, the main task of the 

education system must change. In the traditional economic system dominated by 
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the manufacturing industry with its Japanese Management, the main task of the 

education system, especially the universities, was to classify graduates in a sort 

of hierarchy according to their school marks. In this system, the companies were 

interested in applicants with high general cognitive abilities, as the newcomers 

had to learn their tasks primarily within the company due to life-long 

employment. Therefore, the main part of vocational education and training was 

done in the companies. 

In the new economic system emerging, companies need qualified workers with 

vocational qualifications which the companies are not able to provide 

themselves. This is a reason why Off JT is being offered to a larger extent again. 

The workers are sent to external courses in order to obtain the licences needed. 

Moreover, researchers have described a new trend in the recruiting practice of 

Japanese companies. 

5. New Trend in Recruitment by Japanese Companies 

As a consequence of the reorganisation of the Japanese economic system, there 

was a new phenomenon which would have been beyond imagination 30 years 

ago: Not all university leavers are getting jobs as regular employees. For 

clarification, let me give you an outline of the Japanese school system and the 

shares of senior high school leavers for each institution of tertiary education. 

Fig. 3 shows the Japanese school system. Elementary school and junior high 

school are compulsory. Almost all junior high school leavers continue at senior 

high schools or technology colleges. In 2014, the ratio was 98.4 %. A few of 

them attend upper secondary courses (高等課程) of specialised training colleges 

which were instituted for vocational training in 1976. 

The educational institutions in a strict sense are the so-called ‘paragraph 1 

schools’: these are elementary school, junior high school, senior high school, 

technology college, short-term college and university (cf. fig. 3). Besides, there 

are the so-called ‘paragraph 83 schools’ according to the regulation in force 

before 2007 (Law of School Education): these are miscellaneous school and 

specialised training college. Graduates from these institutions are not admitted 

without certain conditions, while graduates from the ‘paragraph 1 schools’ are 

allowed to directly enter an institution of higher education. Beside this, the 

Japanese education system comprises ‘state’, ‘public’ and ‘private’ institutions. 

‘State’ schools are mostly funded by central government, while ‘public’ schools 

are mostly funded by prefectures or municipalities. ‘Private’ schools are funded 

by corporate bodies. Nearly none of the ‘paragraph 83 schools’ is under ‘state’ 
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or ‘public’ sponsorship. Therefore, the advantage of these schools is that they 

are able to rapidly adapt to new needs of society, as they are free from 

bureaucracy. 

 

Fig. 3: The Japanese School System after 1945 (cf. 437x320-20.4kB-Sociology, Chapter 13: Illitre. 

https://blogaboutjapanforsociology.wordpress.com/2...) 

According to the ‘2014 School Basic Survey’ by the Japanese Ministry of 

Education, 53.8 % of senior high school leavers continued at universities or 

short-term colleges. 17.0 % attended specialised courses (専門課程) at specialised 

training colleges. 17.5 % entered the workforce. 5.4 % went to general courses 

at specialised training colleges or miscellaneous schools. 0.6 % enrolled for 

courses in public vocational centres
5
 (cf. School Basic Survey 2014). Thus 

altogether in 2014, 76.8 % of all high school leavers entered another educational 

institution subsequently, with 70.8 % going to a university or short-term college 

or attending a specialised course at a specialised training college. Let me now go 

back to the recruitment by Japanese companies and discuss the recruitment of 

graduates from these 3 educational institutions since 1991. 

Figure 4 - plotted after an advertising site on specialised training colleges - 

shows the shares of graduates from these 3 tertiary educational institutions 

between 1991 and 2010 who had found a job. In the early 1990s, more than 

80 % of the graduates of the total number of graduates were hired by companies. 

But in the period from 2000 to 2004, the situation was different: only 55.8 % 

                                                           
5
 1 % worked as Freeters, and 4.6 % did not fall under any of the categories (foreign university students 

or family helpers) (cf. MEXT: School Basic Survey 2014). 

http://ord.yahoo.co.jp/o/image/SIG=14i4e9ne8/EXP=1435850154;_ylc=X3IDMgRmc3QDMARpZHgDMARvaWQDQU5kOUdjU1YwZWotbENyUk5Pa3hBeURYMUFvV3dqblFCRGpiSTdVNF9XY3NwMzZJSmZEUGZ5VV9jUEJjVXBBBHADVkdobElFcGhjR0Z1WlhObElGTmphRzl2YkNCVGVYTjBaVzAtBHBvcwM0BHNlYwNzaHcEc2xrA3Jy/**https:/blogaboutjapanforsociology.wordpress.com/2014/06/20/sociology-chapter-13-illitrecy-in-japan-and-japans-schooling-system/
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and 55.1 % of university graduates had found a job.
6
 A similar situation was 

given for the short-term college graduates. By contrast, more than 70 % of 

students attending courses in the specialised training colleges had found a job (cf. 

fig. 4). 

 

Fig. 4: Proportions of tertiary educational institution graduates getting a job; from 1991 to 2010 (cf. 

Senmon gakkō no susume 2015) 

Are the good prospects for graduates from courses at specialised training 

colleges of finding jobs an indicator for their important role in changing the 

Japanese economic system? 

I would say: A clear no! 

First, even if the share of course leavers from specialised training colleges who 

found a job is high, the absolute numbers of them (186,000 persons in 2014) are 

much smaller than the numbers of university graduates in work (383,000 

persons in 2014) (cf. fig. 5). 

Second, university graduates enjoyed better conditions than graduates from 

specialised training colleges. This is shown in the following statistic (cf. fig. 5): 

the latest investigation by the Japanese Ministry of Labour of 2014 showed that 

the absolute number of university students bound for graduation in March 2014 

was 563,000. 406,000 of them were looking for a job. At the time of the 

investigation, which was February 2014, 383,000 persons had already found a 

job. By contrast, the respective numbers for the graduates from courses in 
                                                           
6
 Every year, there are about 550.000 university graduates in Japan seeking a job, against not more than 

300.000 to 380.000 jobs offered by companies (cf. Asahi Newspaper 2014). 
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specialised training colleges was 223,000 persons, 198,000 persons and 186,000 

persons (cf. MEXT 2014). The share of university graduates who had found a 

job, was 68.0 % of the total number of university graduates. The respective 

proportion of graduates from specialised training colleges was 82.5 %, because 

most of the college graduates (87.6 % in 2014) wanted to have a job, while in 

the case of the university graduates, only 72.1 % wanted to go to work (cf. 

fig. 5). 

Actually, the proportion of university graduates who had found a job, of the 

graduates who had applied for a job, was 94.3 %, whereas the respective 

proportion of the college graduates was only 92.9 %. 

 Total 

number of 

graduates 

(A) 

Applied 

for a job 

 

(B) 

Already 

found a job 

 

(C) 

C/A C/B B/A 

University 

graduates 

563,000 406,000 383,000 68.0 % 94.3 % 72.1 % 

Graduates from 

STC courses 

223,000 198,000 186,000 82.5 % 92.9 % 87.6 % 

 

Fig. 5: Total numbers of university graduates and graduates from courses of specialised training 

colleges, graduates who had applied for a job, and graduates who had found a job (cf. MEXT 

2014) 

Japanese companies, especially large companies, tend to prefer university 

graduates to graduates from specialised training colleges, who are rather 

employed by small-scale companies. 

However, quite a few university graduates later attend courses at specialised 

training colleges. In 2014, about 10 % of their students were university 

graduates (cf. Senmongakkō A to Z 2014) (cf. Asahi Newspaper 2014; Kōsotsu 

2014). In the next section, I will look at the value change among young people, 

and I will analyse why they are attending such courses additionally. 

6. University Graduates Attending Courses in Specialised Training 

Colleges 

According to an investigation by the ‘Tokyo Association of Specialised Training 

Colleges and Miscellaneous Schools’ of 2013, the 3 most important reasons for 

university graduates enrolling for courses at specialised training colleges were 

the following: 

- to acquire a qualification or a licence, with 50.3 % 

- to be able to change the company, with 32,8 % 

- to learn something which could not be learned at the university, with 24.8 % 
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(cf. Okamura 2014) 

More than half of the graduates interviewed wanted to acquire a licence. But no 

small portion of them wanted to change their employer and therefore had to 

acquire an additional qualification. Above, we have already seen the frequent 

change of employers by newcomers as a new problem for implementing VET. 

The third answer is surprising: apparently, these graduates want to learn 

something practical. This goes well together with the new tendency among high 

school graduates, to choose their university according to the criterion whether 

they can acquire a vocational qualification or not, e.g. pharmacy (cf. Saito 2013). 

Back to the specialised training colleges: in 2011, the courses most frequented 

by university graduates were on medical subjects like massage, moxibustion, 

acupuncture, physiotherapy or ergotherapy, with 39.0 %, and subjects associated 

with old-age care, with 21.3 %. The most popular evening courses were on old-

age care, with 70.0 %, and on art, design and photography, with 51.1 % (cf. 

Okamura 2014).
7
 

In order to answer the question why a number of university graduates attend 

courses at specialised training colleges, we made our own interviews: 

7. Interviews with 3 University Graduates 

Between November 2013 and February 2014, we interviewed 3 persons in 

Tokyo, 2 female, Ms. I (kindergartner, age 26 at the time of the interview) und 

Ms. A (interior design coordinator’s assistant in a large company, age 25) and 

Mr. G (speech therapist in a hospital, age 27). 

When they had finished high school, the three of them had no idea about their 

future jobs. They simply wanted to go to a university, because nearly all other 

students did so. During their studies, their ideas about what to do after 

graduation became clearer. For their dream jobs, all of them had to pass a state 

examination or acquire a specific licence, which they could not get from their 

universities. All three of them did not want to enter large companies as Sony, 

which was the dream of most university graduates 30 years ago. Instead, they 

wanted to follow their own interests and work as kindergartner, interior design 

                                                           
7
 According to the latest investigation made by the same organisation in 2014, about 7.7 % of the 

participants of daytime courses, and 38.9 % of the participants of evening courses held a university 

degree in 2014. The daytime courses most frequented were on old-age care (53.1 %), and courses on 

medical subjects (32.3 %). The most popular evening courses were on old-age care (99.1 %), on art, 

design and photography (54.7 %) and on medical subjects (54.2 %) (cf. Tokyo to senshūgakkō 

kakushugakkō kyōkai 2014). 
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coordinator and speech therapist. In order to be able to do so, they enrolled for 

the appropriate courses at specialised training colleges after graduation. 

Ms. A found a position as an expert, namely interior design coordinator in a 

large company. During recruitment, she hat to present her vocational licence in 

order to get the job. This is a new development: until the recent past, university 

graduates were not really asked which major they had studied, because they 

would learn their future tasks within the company anyway. 

Now, often a vocational licence alone is not enough. Japanese companies are 

looking for university graduates who hold an additional vocational licence. 

Our interviews showed an important common aspect: All persons interviewed 

said they needed a high level of general education to fulfil their tasks. Their 

licences alone would not have been sufficient for their jobs: Ms. I is authorised 

to train newcomers with a high school degree. It was only during her work that 

she became fully aware of her own sound general education, i.e. when she had 

to communicate with parents or write notes to them in the right way. Trainees 

not having such a background could hardly fulfil such tasks. Ms. I said that most 

of the children’s parents had also graduated from a university. Therefore the 

kindergartner should have the same level. 

Another finding is the important role of the courses offered by specialised 

training colleges: According to Mr. G, all other participants in his course had 

obtained university degrees before. Most of them worked during the day and 

attended the evening course. Some were in their 20s and even some in their 50s. 

Only 5 persons did currently not have jobs. Most participants wanted to change 

their workplace. They needed the additional qualification in order to be able to 

do so. Ms. A gave similar information: In her own evening course, all 

participants held a university degree, had a job, and were in their mid-20s or 

mid-30s. They attended the course because they needed the specific vocational 

licence. 

8. Summary und Conclusion 

Today, Japanese companies are recruiting less university graduates as regular 

employees as they follow neoliberal principles and not least because newcomers 

change their jobs frequently: In 2011, 32.4 % of the newcomers with university 

degrees changed their jobs within 3 year after having been hired (cf. Asahi 

Digital Newspaper 2014). Some researchers therefore argue that in-house VET 

is shrinking on the whole, as 30 % of school and university leavers have to work 

as irregular employees who are not normally subject to in-house VET. But I 
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think that in-house VET in Japan has changed not only quantitatively but also 

regarding quality. This was the reason why we interviewed young people with a 

view to their work environment. 

After having looked into the changing economic and social environment of 

Japanese companies since 2005, I found that Japan is in transition to a post-

modern society, with a large demand in the service sector. Its society with a new 

economic system has a greater need for experts who hold special vocational 

licences. Unlike in the past, managers are no longer able to personally coach 

their staff, as the workers need a licence or must pass a state examination. Only 

the educational institutions are able to prepare them for this. The increase in the 

volume of Off JT and the decrease in the volume of OJT can also be explained 

by this development.  

As a result, the specialised training colleges have gained great importance. 

Many university graduates attend courses in these institutions. However, their 

role as vocational institutions for high-school graduates is not so important. 

It would be a wrong conclusion to say that there was a greater demand for 

graduates from specialised training colleges than for university graduates. Many 

Japanese companies, especially large companies, still prefer to recruit university 

graduates. What we see is a diversification: Companies do no longer recruit 

large quantities of university graduates with a high level of general knowledge 

as an indicator for their ability to accommodate to new tasks, but they also hire 

university graduates with additional vocational licences. Now it matters to the 

companies what majors their new graduates studied at the university, and which 

examinations they passed and which (additional) licences they acquired during 

or after their studies. 

Our interviews in 2014 have shown that the courses offered by the specialised 

training colleges, especially evening courses, have become important 

instruments for people working who want to change their jobs. Thus, the 

specialised training colleges are complementing in-house VET. The Japanese 

VET system has become more complex. 
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