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Why Are Employment Rates of New Graduates So Low in Okinawa?

~ Evaluation of Claimed Causes—
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ffisw  Why do companies hire only spring graduates in Japan?

(Abstract]

Employment rates of new graduates in Okinawa prefectural government as well as related
Prefecture are low. Example: for March 1994, offices and committees have made efforts to im-
the employment rate was 76.0% for junior prove the rates. Nonetheless, no significant
high, 80.5% for senior high, 46.0% for junior improvement has yet occurred. Even so, the
college and 59.1% for university. These rates official views and policies have. also shown no
are substantially lower than the national change. This paper therefore critically ex-
average. Although currently the rates are par- amines four claimed contributing causes of the
ticularly low due to the Hetsei economic slump, persistence of low employment: (1) the new
the trend of low employment rates for new graduates themselves, (2) the educational
graduates in Okinawa Prefecture has remained institutions, (3) the firms, and 4) the parents
essentially the same for the past two decades. and family of the new graduates.

Because these low rates are indicative of social

problems and large numbers of idle youths, the
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1979/3 80.5 63.0 32.5 33.5
80/3 88.4 66.7 35.8 42.1
81/3 83.3 72.5 39.9 45.6
82/3 81.5 75.9 41.5 49.6
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93/3 90.5 85.7 57.4 65.7
94/3 76.0 80.5 46.0 59.1
94-93 -14.5 -5.2 -11.4 -6.6
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5% Why do companies hire only

spring graduates in Japan?

Throughout Japan, all firms essentially use
a common calendar for their efforts to recruit
and hire new employees. As a consequence, it
is customary for new graduates to enter em-
ployment on April first (April Fool's Day!) ,
immediately after their March graduation.
Since the operative calendar year for business,
schools, and home-relocation is April through
March throughout Japan. this social phe-
nomenon of hiring new graduates all together at
shinki gakusotsu ikkatsu

one time, called

saiyo, is considered to be quite natural.

Although it may be natural for

soon-to-be-graduating  students to  seek
employment, and it is the case that Japan's job
placement rates are high (in 1990 it was 99.5%
for junior high graduates, 99.6% for senior
high, 91.0% for junior college, and 89.6% for

university) , it is worth considering whether

this shinki gakusotsu ikkatsu saiyo system is

really natural. Let's begin by looking at the
process in other countries, such as the United

States.

Recruitment and hiring in the United States

At American universities there are career
development sections which, on first glance,
appear to be similar to the job-placement sec-
tion at Japanese universities. If a ‘student
visits the career development section, (s)he is
usually able to get information on recruitment.
However, the situation is really quite different
from that in Japan where all firms send recruit-

ment information to universities and this re-

cruitment information 1s made public at one

time of the year. By agreement among the
Ministry of Labor, the Japanese Association of
Universities, and Japan Federation of Em-
ployers’ Association, firms are expected not to
recruit, to accept applications, to give
examinations, or to conduct hiring interviews
before specific, prescribed dates.

For graduates who obtain specific degrees,
such as the Ph.D. or law degrees or degrees in
highly-valued, technical fields, the hiring mar-
ket in the U.S. seems to be similar to the
business-as-usual system in Japan. However,
on the whole rhe situation in the two countries
is quite different. In the case of U.S.
universities, firms contact career development
sections of the universities on an irregular and
sporadic basis according to their own needs for
specific types of job applicants and in regard to
particular job openings. For such reasons,
comparatively few students in the U.S. actual-
ly secure jobs through such career development
channels. It is said that only about 10% of
U.S. university graduates are hired in this
manner while most university graduates do not
succeed in finding a job until six months or
even a year and a half after their graduation.
So the situation of obtaining jobs after gradua-
tion is quite different in the U.S. and in Japan.

From the American point of view, perhaps
the Japanese system of enabling large numbers
of students to begin employment immediately af-
ter graduation seems to be ideal. But is it? To
answer that question we need to look at the

mechanisms that determine this Japanese system

of hiring.

Clean, pure, fresh recruits only

Why do Japanese companies prefer young
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people who are fresh from school? The key
word to answer this question is that Japanese
firms function as a clan or family. Since the
firm is essentially a family, the employee be-
comes a member of that family. Recruitment of
family members requires paying attention to
getting only "pure” or "clean” persons, such as
new graduates. It is not good to get a person
who is "unclean,” who has been contaminated
by the ideas or blood of another corporate
family--that is, job-hoppers are seen as not
appropriate for becoming trustworthy family
members. Moreover, since Japanese firms
train their employees after they hire them,
molding them to fit the company’s atmosphere

or style (shafu) and training them to submit to

the company’s will, the incoming job-related
skills of the applicants are not particularly
emphasized. Since firms train new employees
to become kaisha ningen ("company person”)
which will perform any duty they are directed
to undertake, there is nothing better than
honest, trusting, and healthy persons such as
are expected among young, new graduates. It
is not good to hire someone who might not agree
with company policy, or who might complain
(as is expected of job-hoppers) . After all, a
person is not hired for the job but for the
"family,” the Japanese company. In that sense,
getting a job in Japan is similar to getting mar-
ried to the firm.

A person who is hired in Japan is exposed
to considerable scrutiny. In fact, to protect
against bringing the wrong kind of person into
the family, Japanese firms even use detective
offices to check the credentials of applicants, if

it is thought to be necessary--a procedure that

is often used for marriage in Japan, also. If

the hired person turns out to be inferior or
faulty, then the members ‘of the hiring
committee, or the person who introduced the
hiree, may also come under attack, even years
later, as happened in the case of Mr. W who
quit after 30 years of working for an internal
tionally well-known Japanese department store.
He left because five years earlier he had begun
work on a novel which was critical of the situa-
tion in his company, and as a consequence of
his writing he had become subject of criticism
by others in the company. The fact that he
was considered to have been a cause of prob-
lems encouraged others in the firm to initiate
inquiry on how it happened that Mr. W had
been hired in the first place: who was at fault?
In this way, if some employee creates a prob-
lem in the firm, then anyone seen as responsi-

ble for the hiring of that person will likewise be

contaminated by the damage.

The fate of job-hoppers and out-of-season job

hunters

As shinki gakusotsu ikkatsu satyo appears

to be natural in Japan, any other condition is
seen as unnatural. That is, any "normal” per-
son will have a vita that shows a March grad-
uation for a certain year and then an April Ist
admission to a company, or to another school,
that same year. Any deviance from this normal
condition will be poked into suspiciously.
Also, if one does not get hired immediately
upon graduation, (s)he is seen as having drop-
ped out of the step-by-step line of upward
promotion. Therefore, if a student anticipates
graduation without a job, the student may
choose the convenience of failing a course in

order to have an excuse to enroll yet another
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year in the university, attempting again to be

hired upon graduation, a condition called
ryunen meaning somecne left behind for another
year.

As for job-hoppers, job applicants who
have quit a job or firm will be seen as heretics.
Big firms especially dislike job-hoppers and are
reluctant to hire them from other firms.
Therefore, except for the rare occurrance of
specific cases of head-hunting, job-hoppers
usually get hired where the working conditions
are worse than before and must often resign
themselves to living their job-life in the shadow
of others. As a result, students struggle to
find the best possible job te enter immediately
upon graduation and are hesitant to change jobs

later. Consequently, . shinki gakusotsu ikkatsu

saiyo has come to be treated as a sacred condi-

tion in Japan.

Significance of entrance ceremony for new

employees (nyusha-shiki)

As mentioned, a certain number of new
employees come to the firm every year at a cer-
tain time, that is, April, through shinki gaku-

sotsu ikkatsu saiyo. There is no more impor-

tant event than this for the firm because those
new employees are the very ones upon whom
the firm, or clan, depends for its future.
These new employees fresh from school are
going to spend their lives with the firm, as a
member of the family. They are expected to
put forth their best effort and be in the same
boat with the firm, whether flourishing or
disappearing. Therefore, the hiring itself is,
for both the firms and for the new employees, a

crucial event with far -reaching consequences,

an important milestone of their progress and

existence. For this reason, it is only appropri-
ate that a special commemorative ceremony be
held. That ceremony is called nyusha-shiki,
the entrance ceremony for new employees.

Without the existence of shinki gakusotsu ikkat-

su saiyo, there would be neither need nor

meaning for such a ceremony--it simply
wouldn't occur.

At this entrance ceremony for the new
employees, the president of the firm will give a
speech to the new employees. It may go as
follows.

Well, you my fellows chose this company

and this company also chose you. I am

very happy to have you who have such
great talent and potential. With you,
from today, we make an effort for this
company to flourish.
Then the history of the firm and ‘the position of
the firm within the industry will be explained
followed by explanation of the company’s style
(shafu) , and the president will ask the new em-
ployees to please get accustomed to the com-
pany’s style and to do their best.

In responding to the presidents speech, a
representative of the new employees will come
forward and greet everyone as follows.

[ am very happy and proud be hired in this

illustrious firm which has such an impres-

sive history. From now on I try my best
to contribute to the flourishing of the firm.

Since we new employees are not matured

or not educated enough, please teach us

and encourage us.
Then new employees submit written oaths to
the firm. Written in this oath is a pledge to

follow the company rules as "I was hired by

this firm and so I will contribute my utmost to

—157—



the firm, and if I cause it any harm, I will not
complain should I be fired, and if I should
make trouble for the firm or damage the firm, I

3

will compensate the firm.” This pledge will be
submitted with the employee’s signature along
with a supporting document signed by the
guarantor (s) , usually relatives.

After passage through the entrance
ceremony, new employees are openly acknowl-
edged as members of the firm, and as members
of this new extended family, as with a
marriage, they acquire a host of responsibili-
ties in exchange for the benefits which they can

expect to enjoy.

What forces are bringing change to shinki gaku-

sotsu ikkatsu saiyo?

The hiring of new graduates, fresh from
school, along ‘with their age-cohorts, enables
the sustainment of the lifetime employment and
seniority-wage systems, which are the basis of
Japanese-style management. It is felt that the
inclusion of job-hoppers, or persons radically
different in the combination of age and educa-
tional attainment at time of hiring, would be
unnecessarily disruptive to the smooth opera-
tion of the firm and its interdependency
relations, and that any gains that might be
made by such deviation would be offset by the
substantial risk to the inherent harmony of the

"family-relations” of the firm. Thus shinki

gakusotsu ikkatsu saiyo is the keyword for

Japanese firms and Japanese management.
As long as the Japanese-management sys-
tem was seen to be effective, this shinki gaku-

sotsu ikkatsu saiyo which supports the

lifetime-employment and seniority-wage/promo-

tion systems, has been sustained. However,

as the Japanese corporations have become more
successful, they have increasingly been affected
by foreign competition, both at home and
abroad, and as the costs of labor have grown in
Japan, the companies have had to give in-
creased consideration to cost-trimming. The
introduction of factory innovation was said to
have been accommodated more smoothly in
Japan than elsewhere because of the Japanese
management system with its lifetime
employment, seniority promotion, and enter-
prise unionism, but these in turn depended on
an expanding economy which could continually
provide placement to incoming workers who en-
tered cheaply direct from their schools.

Along with the slowing down of growth
since the 1980’s, Japanese companies have also
been affected by a number of changes: (1) the
attitudes of workers, especially as affected by
increased income: (2) changing demographic
patterns and the thinning of the bottom sector
of the population pyramid; (3) the shifting of
production of Japanese business to overseas
plants: (4) the increasing presence of foreign
workers and foreign companies. In particular,
foreign companies have affected the system be-
cause they, of necessity, have had to develop
hiring practices which include scavenging for
quality workers from among the traditionally
neglected areas of females and discontent
job—hoppers.

As a consequence of increased competition
within an international framework, the condi-
tion of shortage of labor, which was dominant
only a few years ago, has shifted to the percep-
tion of a labor surplus, particularly with the

steady increase of females into the labor force

but also with the children of the baby-boomers
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now entering the labor market at the same time
that their parents’ age group are also being laid
off or are retiring early. Under such
conditions, and with the need to have a more
individually adaptive, creative, and technologi-
cally advanced workforce, firms have begun
hiring on a more selective basis. As a

consequence, though shinki gakusotsu ikkatsu

saiyo is not likely to disappear, fewer pellets
will be hitting the target, and the variety of

those pellets will be greater.
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