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Abstract : In this paper, we attempt to clarify the social consequences of the changes in the Northeast Asian labor
market based on the results of a questionnaire survey on changes in flexibility and security, which was carried out among
workers in Japan, China, and Korea. In particular, we analyzed the reality of institutional development in employment,
income, vocational training, and work-life balance in the labor market in three Northeast Asian countries by estimating the
adaptation range of institutions in labor market. Furthermore, we attempted to undertaken an international comparative
analysis on perceptions about work, leisure, and work-life balance under the institutions.
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1. Introduction
The structural changes and institutional reforms in labor mar-
ket in Northeast Asian economies since the 1990s carried an
enormous impact on the transformation of people’s lifestyles
and values through changes in the working and living environ-
ment of workers and their families. In particular, the deepening
of globalization in Northeast Asia since the 1990s, neoliberal
structural reforms, and labor market reform have brought one-
sided expansion of flexibility without increasing security sup-
port in labor markets ∗1. The social consequences have been
increases of long working hours, weakening of societal ties due
to the dilution of human relations inside and outside the work-
place, and apprehension about employment, income, govern-
ment policies, and the future.

The social results of the above mentioned changes in the flex-
ibility and security of the labor market are deeply tied to the five
components, namely, the form of the means of production (cap-
ital), the form of the social and technical division of labor, the
form of labor force movement, the formation of direct and in-
direct income, and the norm of consumption. In other words,
the results of changes in these five components are directly re-
lated to the movement of the labor force due to the expansion
of labor market mobility, future prospects of employment and
income based on trust in the role and sustainability of the so-
cial security system, and the form of workers and their families
brought about by the various changes.

On the other hand, changes in the accessibility of the educa-
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∗1 Yan and Piao 2015: 5-10 [9].

tion and training system, which determines the skills of work-
ers, and the security of income, including the indirect wage, are
deeply tied to the form of the means of production, the form of
social and technical division of labor, and even the creation of
demand.

In this paper, we attempt to clarify the social consequences
of the changes based on the results of a questionnaire survey
on changes in flexibility and security in the Northeast Asian
labor market, which was carried out among workers in Japan,
China, and Korea. The survey was carried out by the research
team on the transformation of the labor market in Northeast
Asia. The research team was temporary organized group by re-
searchers at Niigata University (Japan), Fukushima University
(Japan), Peking University (China), Shanghai Jiaotong Univer-
sity (China), and Incheon University (Korea) in 2014 and 2015.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The sec-
ond section build the framework for a comprehensive analysis
of the changes in labor markets in Japan, China, and Korea,
and summarize the data of the questionnaire survey. The third
section performs extraction and describes the main factors that
determine employees’ perceptions about employment, income,
vocational training, social security, and work-life balance. The
fourth section summarizes the conclusions.

2. Analysis Framework and Data
2.1 Analyzing Framework
Figure 1 shows the basic framework for analyzing the impacts
of the structural changes and institutional reforms on workers
and the life-quality changes for their families in labor markets
in the Northeast Asian three countries. The figure is an analyt-
ical tool for clarifying the aspects of social consequences that
affect each other.

In this paper, the social consequences of the changes in la-
bor markets are defined primarily as the binding of workers’
perceptions to the four elements of employment security, in-
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Fig. 1 Analytical framework

come security, access to skills formation system, and work-life
balance. In other words, it is possible to ascertain the impacts
of labor market changes on people’s lifestyle in a society from
workers’ perceptions of these elements. In addition, to under-
stand the actual situation of the impacts on the norms of life
of workers and their families, it is essential to obtain a better
understanding of the social background of the economic conse-
quences revealed in previous chapters.

In addition, perceptions by workers of the four elements ap-
pear as the binding of perceptions by workers to the subcom-
ponents of each element. In here, in order to reveal workers’
perceptions about each element, we decompose employment
security into the possibility of job change and stability of em-
ployment contract, we decompose income security into stabil-
ity of wage and possibility of income gain, we decompose ac-
cess to skills formation system into within-company vocational
training and social-unit vocational training, and we decompose
the institutional mechanisms to support work-life balance into
working hours and development of leave system.

As Figure 1 shows, each of the factors that compose the four
elements is based primarily on various initiatives, rules, and
practices, while adjustments at the corporate level belong to
company-unit adjustment in the analytical framework of this
book. For a long time in the Northeast Asian employment sys-
tem, which has been strongly dependent on internal flexibil-
ity, such as Japanese company-unit adjustment ∗2, employment
and wage adjustment were based on company-unit adjustment.
However, in the restructuring and institutional reform process
of the Asian economy since the 1990s, company-unit adjust-
ment initiatives were curbed, and their contents and range be-
came increasingly limited.

On the other hand, social-unit adjustment has played a lim-
ited role in the East Asian employment system and socio-
economic system, which are mainly adjusted by company-unit.

∗2 More detail description of the Japanese company-unit adjust-
ment pattern, please see Yamada 1999 [7] and Uni 2009 [4].
And the comparison analysis on company-unit adjustment and
social-unit adjustment, please see Uni 2009 [4] and Yan 2011
[8].

In other words, labor market reform in Northeast Asia involved
one-sided expansion of flexibility due to progress in reducing
and abandoning inner-company adjustment, while the lack of
social-unit adjustment created an environment of employment
insecurity, income insecurity, insecurity of access to skills for-
mation, and incompatibility between work and life.

In this paper, we consider in detail the actual situation and
changes in workers’ perceptions of the elements of company-
unit and social-unit adjustment related to employment, income,
skills formation, and work-life balance, and thereby, we ascer-
tain the social consequences of structural changes and institu-
tional reforms in labor markets. Moreover, by accurately grasp-
ing the perceptions of workers on these elements, we present an
important perspective for future labor market reform.

2.2 Data
The data used in the analysis of this paper are the results of a
questionnaire survey on changes in the flexibility and security
of the Northeast Asian labor market, which aimed to understand
the impacts of the structural changes in labor markets and in-
stitutional reforms in Japan, China, and Korea on the work and
livelihoods of employees.

This survey is intended to survey employees working in la-
bor markets in Japan, China, and Korea. It asked questions on
a 50 items ∗2, including those about employment and wages,

∗2 To grasp the actual state of working and livelihood qualitatively
and quantitatively, the questionnaire asked a total of 50 ques-
tions, as follows: 9 items on attributes of employees (includ-
ing age, gender, education, occupation, length of service, union
membership, family structure, and housing situation), 5 items
on company attributes (including location, ownership, size, in-
dustry classification, and management performance), 6 items
on employment (including previous employment, period of em-
ployment contract, extension possibility, employment contract
satisfaction, mobility between company departments, and inten-
tion to change job), 7 items on wage contract (including pres-
ence or absence of contract, raising standards, monthly wages,
annual income, bonuses, overtime pay, retirement allowance,
and contract satisfaction), 8 items on skills formation and vo-
cational training (including number of qualifications, presence
or absence of preparation to obtain qualification, internal and
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skills formation and social security, work-life balance, and at-
tributes of workers. In Japan, the method of the questionnaire
survey was the Internet (questionnaires were sent to selected re-
spondents and their replies were received via the Internet). On
the other hand, in China and Korea, the survey was carried by
questionnaires being distributed to and collected from individ-
ual workers directly.

In addition, there are government surveys that overlap with
many of our question items, including Japan’s Employment
Status Survey (MIC, of which the latest is for the 2012 fiscal
year, published in July 2013), and the Korean government’s
Economically Active Population Survey (KOSTAT, of which
the latest is for 2013, announced in April 2014). Furthermore,
since these surveys are carried out every 5 years in Japan and
every year in Korea, it is possible to consider the changes over
time. Of course, many items in the Japanese and Korean sur-
veys cannot be compared, since there are many differences in
questions and answers that reflect the differences in their socio-
economic system, labor market, and employment system. In
China, there is no such investigation at present.

In order to undertake an international comparative analysis,
we used the same questionnaire in our survey for employees in
Japan, China, and Korea. Furthermore, unlike the two govern-
ment surveys in Japan and Korea, this survey presented clear
awareness of the problem (changes of flexibility and security in
the labor market) to respondents, making it possible to analyze
the interaction relationship between each item. We designed a
simple, clear survey composed of the items necessary to clar-
ify the analytical framework shown in Figure 1. That is, the
present survey concerns employees’ attitudes about labor mar-
ket flexibility and security, and overcomes the shortages in the
government surveys.

It is possible that the data in the questionnaire survey are in-
fluenced strongly by the different values of workers in different
working environments, different eras, and different countries.
Therefore, for the analysis based on the data results, it is nec-
essary to ensure consistency in the analysis of detailed macro
and micro performance data representing changes in employ-
ment environment, and in the analysis of the impact of changes
in working environment on changes in workers’ value forma-
tion. On the other hand, because it is a questionnaire survey, it
is possible to capture respondents’ awareness, intentions, and
actions, such as how the employees regard the changes brought
by various types of institutional reform of the labor market ∗4.

Then, in the comparative analysis based on the results of the
same questionnaire survey on Japan, China, and Korea, Japan
is used for benchmarking as it has relatively developed institu-
tions. Japan, as the most developed country in East Asia, has a

external vocational training, experience using the leave system
for qualification, usefulness of qualification for wage increases,
promotion, and extension of employment contract), 6 items on
social security system (including participation in insurance sys-
tem, personal burden, receipt of benefits, satisfaction, corporate
welfare, and perceptions about the future of the social security
system), and 9 items on work-life balance (including average
working hours, average overtime hours, time spent with chil-
dren, housework time, time spent learning, including gaining
expertise and reading, time spent on hobbies, eating out with
family, using the leave system for child-rearing, and satisfac-
tion with work-life balance).

∗4 Miyamoto 2014: 54.[1].

relatively developed social security system. In addition, Japan
has endured socio-economic impacts of changes in the labor
market, such as a declining birth rate, aging population and, in-
dustrial structure change, for longer than any other Asian coun-
try. Therefore, the current state of the Japanese labor market,
institutional reform, and its impacts on the economy and soci-
ety are considered to hold rich experience for other countries
and regions.

First, we introduce the basic attributes of the respondents of
the survey in the three countries. Table 1 shows the distribution
of surveyed employees by form of employment, gender, and
age.

As clarified in previous chapters, to reflect that young peo-
ple and women are at the forefront of the flexibilization of em-
ployment, in the configuration of those surveyed, in all three
countries, more than half of non-regular employees are those
aged 24 years old and below and are women. In addition, based
on company size, the proportion of non-regular employment in
small and medium-sized enterprises is higher than that in large
enterprises. In other words, the disparity in employment envi-
ronment by age, gender, and company size is clear in Japan,
China, and Korea.

Table 2 compares the actual situation of the labor market
institutions in Japan, China, and Korea. First, with regard to
the employment system, even though the proportion of non-
regular employment surveyed is high in China (more than half)
compared to Korea and Japan, the answers indicate there is
strong belief in extension of the employment contract to con-
tinue working for the same company. On the other hand, al-
though there remain long-term stable employment practices in
Japan, nearly half of employees (45 percent) are worried about
employment continuity, reflecting the increasing flexibility in
the labor market and employment.

In addition, with regard to relocation and job changes be-
tween departments in a company, which has institutional com-
plementarities with long-term employment, China performs
better than Japan, which is the originator of this practice, and
about half of Chinese employees experienced movement be-
tween departments in the previous 2-3 years. On the other hand,
the proportion in Korea was one-third. That is, the possibility
of skills formation through job changes between departments
in Korean companies is the lowest among the three countries.

In the wage system, although the flexibilization of wage de-
termination is progressing, it remains based on the proportion
of traditional wage determination, that is, in all three coun-
tries, the wage determination system is still based mostly on
company provisions. In other words, about 60% of workers in
Japan and Korea are subject to companies’ traditional wage de-
termination system, and their wage contract is not separate from
their employment contract. In addition, among the three coun-
tries, China has the highest proportion of workers who conclude
wage contracts with companies. Furthermore, the proportion
of wage determination (wage raise) based on individual perfor-
mance in China is about twice as large as that in Japan and
Korea. In addition, wage determination based on labor negoti-
ations is not popular in these three countries, and accounts for
less than 10%.

The length of overtime has been pointed out often in Japan
and Korean, but with regard to the overtime payment system,
with more than half of workers in both countries do not re-
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Table 1 Surveyed employees by form of employment, gender, and age

Country
Form of

employment

Age/Gender
∼ 24 25 ∼ 34 35 ∼ 49 50 ∼ Sub total

Total
M F M F M F M F M F

Japan
Regular 2 0 22 18 126 33 65 9 215 60 275
Non-regular 2 1 3 16 10 42 19 21 34 80 114

China
Regular 5 14 40 54 23 20 5 7 73 95 168
Non-regular 9 13 57 61 17 22 3 2 86 98 184

Korea
Regular 1 5 38 32 40 46 32 25 111 108 219
Non-regular 2 13 19 16 9 11 15 15 45 55 100

Note: Regular employees are full time workers in any of the three countries. Non-regular employees include part time, temporary
dispatch, and contract workers in Japan; contract, dispatch contract, and temporary workers in China; and contract, intern, and other
temporary workers in Korea. Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and
Security in Northeast Asian Labor Markets.

Table 2 Comparison of the adequacy of the labor market institutions in the three Northeast Asian countries

Questions on the adequacy of labor market institutions
Country

Japan China Korea

Employment system
Possibility of extending employment contract (Yes) 55% 75% 66%
Movement between departments in company (Yes) 43% 46% 36%

Wage system

Presence or absence of a wage contract (Presence) 40% 62% 34%

Criteria of wage rise

Wage contract 29% 13% 20%
Company provisions 49% 48% 56%
Individual performance 16% 33% 16%
Labor negotiations 5% 6% 8%

Presence or absence of overtime payment (Presence) 50% 47% 37%
Presence or absence of retirement allowance (Presence) 58% 57% 82%

Vocational training system
Presence or absence of enterprise vocational training* (Presence) 12% 51% 36%
Government subsidies for qualification acquisition (Used) 8% 38% 16%

Social security system
Participate rate of social insurance

Pension 70% 85% 83%
Unemployment insurance** 47% 74% 68%
Medical insurance 54% 89% 96%
Industrial injury insurance 38% 75% 61%

Enterprise welfare (Substantial) 13% 28% 33%
work-life balance Used the leaving system for child-raising (More than once per year) 49% 67% 7%
Labor union Participation rate 24% 41% 19%
Note:
* The question to Japanese surveyed employees is “Do you currently participate in vocational training?” while the question to Korean and
Chinese respondents is “Have you ever participated in vocational training?”.
** In Japan and Korea, unemployment insurance traditionally is called employment insurance.
Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in Northeast Asian Labor
Markets.

ceive overtime payment, and thus, are engaged in unpaid over-
time. In addition, Korea’s retirement allowance system is quite
high compared to that of Japan and China. On the other hand,
about 60% of workers in Japan and China are subject to retire-
ment allowance system, and represents one of the features of
the East Asian employment and wage system. Nevertheless,
among those surveyed, there are employees who answered ”al-
though there is a retirement allowance system in the company,
you are excluded.” The percentage is 10% in Japan, 14% in
China, and 6% in Korea. As described in previous chapters, re-
tirement allowances have become a cause of income disparity
between regular employees who are receive the allowances and
non-regular employees who do not.

For the vocational training system, the results are associated
with whether there is movement or job change between depart-
ments in a company, showing more effort has been made toward
vocational training within companies in China than those in
Japan and Korea. However, since the question in the Japanese
survey (”Do you currently participate in vocational training?”)
differs from the question in the Chinese and Korean survey

(”Have you ever participated in vocational training?”), the re-
sults are incomparable. Given conditions of increasing labor
market flexibility, especially the fewer opportunities for within-
company vocational training of non-regular workers in short-
term employment, a social-unit vocational training system and
skills formation system is required, although such efforts are in-
sufficient in all three countries. The proportion of workers who
use government subsidies to acquire a qualification is highest in
China (38%), followed by Korea followed by Korea (16%), and
Japan (8%), indicating that subsidies have hardly been utilized,
and do not serve as a system.

Maintenance of a social security system is a condition for
maintaining flexibility in the East Asian labor market, and is an
essential requirement for relieving uneasiness about employ-
ment and income due to increasing flexibility and for improv-
ing security. China is promoting the application of a social
insurance system to all regions, all industries, and all compa-
nies based on state-led coordination, and its participation rate
in such a system is higher than that in Japan and Korea. With
the end of the era of corporate welfare being responsible for the
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functions of the social security system, it has been a challenge
to construct a social-unit security system.

On the other hand, in spite of Japan being a developed
country with the longest history of a social security system in
East Asia, about half of Japanese employees are not covered
by unemployment insurance and medical insurance. Further-
more, two-thirds of workers do not have industrial injury in-
surance. While employment flexibility has increased rapidly,
non-regular workers are alienated from the social security sys-
tem, which has brought poverty of life at the present time and
expanded uneasiness about the future. The participation rate
in the Korean social insurance system is positioned at approx-
imately the mid-level of China and Japan. However, the main-
tenance of both Korea’s and China’s social security system is
ahead of Japan’s, the result of which is that a lot of questions
remain about Japan’s social security system. However, caution
should be applied in that the result may be derived from the
limitations of this survey, such as research methods and survey
bias.

For institutions related to work-life balance, workers in
China have the highest utilization of the leave system (67%),
and about half of Japanese workers have utilized the leave sys-
tem for child-raising (49%). On the other hand, in Korea, this
figure is low at 7 percent. In addition to the widely acknowl-
edged low levels of involvement of Korean males in child-
raising, female workers in Korea also rarely use the leave sys-
tem for family reasons. Against this background, it can be in-
ferred that there is a harsh Korean working environment, such
as fierce market competition to grow in the workplace, causing
employees not to stop working for an instant.

Finally, looking at the realities of the labor union system,
which is a prerequisite for increasing flexibility and security
simultaneously based on cooperation and collaboration among
labor, management, and the government, the unionization ra-
tio is particularly low in Japan and Korea, estimated at 24%
and 19% respectively. In the case of China, although the labor
union system exists in all surveyed companies, the proportion
of organized workers is only about 40%. With the increase in
non-regular employment, it can be confirmed that in all three
countries, union membership has fallen. This means there are
weaker organizations that are representatives of employees, and
that can negotiate employment conditions, wage levels, and
working environments with management. In addition, it sig-
nals reduced possibility to stop rapidly progressing expansion
of labor market instability, and dispelling uncertainty about the
future related to employment and income.

Based on the results of the questionnaire survey in Japan,
China and Korea, in the next section, we will clarifying the
actual state of work-life balance in three countries, while com-
paring the degree of employees’ satisfaction on employment,
income, worker, and livelihood.

3. Analysis: Employment Satisfaction and work-life
Balance

At the first, Table 3 and Table 4 summarizes satisfaction with
employment and income, and the reality of work-life balance
by form of employment in Japan, China, and Korea. The data
shown here is the result of the survey of workers’ perceptions,
and does not necessarily match the actual labor market situation

in each country. In other words, it is true that the perceptions
of workers on employment, income, and balancing work life
and family life, is affected mainly by the changes and current
state of the labor market. However, it also reflects the impact
of socio-economic factors other than the labor market in each
country, and is influenced strongly by the historical traditions
and cultural practices of each country. Because of the extent
of this restriction, it is impossible to describe all these factors.
Here, we mainly analyze the influence of the changes in labor
markets in the Northeast three countries.

3.1 Employment Satisfaction
With regard to satisfaction of employees, this study examines
how to recognize current employment status given the rapid
expansion of flexibility in employment under the employment
system featured in Table 2. That is, employment satisfaction
is decomposed into satisfaction with employment contract and
presence or absence of job-change intention, in order to indi-
cate the actual situation by form of employment and country.

The basic hypothesis of employment satisfaction in this sur-
vey is as follows. “By one-sided expansion in recent years of
flexibility in the labor market without increasing security sup-
port, employment satisfaction is low, and low satisfaction with
the current employment contract is related to high intention to
change job.”

The survey results confirm there have been increases of non-
regular employees in recent years caused by the expansion of
flexibility in employment in the three countries, and that this is
related to reduction of employment satisfaction. In other words,
non-regular employees’ satisfaction with employment contracts
in all three countries is lower than that of regular employees,
and it is evident there is clear disparity between forms of em-
ployment.

On the other hand, the hypothesis that low satisfaction with
the current employment contract is related to high intention to
change jobs is essentially confirmed (China has the lowest satis-
faction and Japan has the highest) in the three countries. How-
ever, this is not necessarily true when comparing regular and
non-regular employment. In other words, although satisfaction
with employment contracts of non-regular employees is lower
than that of regular employees in all three countries, regular em-
ployees have higher intention to change jobs than non-regular
employees. By way of explanation, there are the difficulties
moving between forms of employment and rigid non-regular
employment is evident in the three countries, as described be-
low.

Figures 2, 3, and 4 represent the correlation between current
(the horizontal axis) and former (the vertical axis) forms of em-
ployment in Japan, China, and Korea, respectively. In all three
countries, most of the current regular employments’ former em-
ployment form is regular employment, and it is rare for there to
be a transition from non-regular to regular employment.

In other words, although there are many movements to lower
forms of employment (from regular to non-regular), there is lit-
tle movement to the upper forms, and the reality is that the la-
bor market in which flexibility in employment is expanding has
suppressed the job-change intention of non-regular employees.
In addition, as explained in previous chapters, most non-regular
employees in the East Asian labor market have been alienated
from skills formation systems that are based on company-unit
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Table 3 Satisfaction with employment, wage, vocational training, and social security system

Questions on stratification with employment, wage, voca-
tional training, social security system

Country / Form of employment
Japan China Korea

Regular Non-regular Regular Non-regular Regular Non-regular

Satisfaction with employ-
ment system

Satisfied with employment con-
tract

72% 56% 82% 67% 84% 63%

Intention to change job 66% 65% 49% 38% 71% 54%
Satisfaction with wage
system

Wage (Below median)* 23% 95% 48% 81% 53% 88%
Satisfaction 45% 36% 63% 40% 67% 59%

Perceptions on vocational
training and qualifications

Number of qualifications (More
than one)

58% 32% 66% 58% 59% 52%

Useful for wage increases 25% 15% 76% 66% 50% 52%
Useful for extension of employ-
ment contract

28% 23% 71% 61% 52% 53%

Social security system

Pension 78% 52% 88% 83% 86% 79%
Unemployment insurance 54% 29% 80% 68% 74% 58%
Medical insurance 61% 38% 93% 85% 97% 98%
Industrial injury insurance 45% 22% 78% 70% 65% 51%
Burden of social insurance pay-
ment (Heavy)

76% 68% 77% 78% 57% 53%

Expectations 29% 30% 68% 61% 53% 53%
Note:
* In the survey, the annual wage median is set as 3,500,000 JPY in Japan, 80,000 RMB in China, and 35,000,000 KRW in Korea.
Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in Northeast Asian Labor
Markets.

Fig. 2 Influence of previous employment form (Japan)

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results
of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in
Northeast Asian Labor Markets.)

Fig. 3 Influence of previous employment form (China)

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results
of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in
Northeast Asian Labor Markets.)

adjustment. Therefore, it is difficult to actively change jobs in
favor of regular employment, resulting in rigid non-regular em-
ployment.

Fig. 4 Influence of previous employment form (Korea)

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results
of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in
Northeast Asian Labor Markets.)

3.2 Wage Satisfaction
We examine mainly the satisfaction on wage levels by forms of
employment and the institutions around wages, such as the cri-
teria for wage rises, the presence or absence of wage contracts,
overtime pay, and retirement allowances, as shown in Table 3.
The basic hypothesis is as follows. “One-sided expansion of
flexibility without increasing security support in the labor mar-
ket will lead to a reduction in the satisfaction with wage levels.”

The survey results show that the wage level of non-regular
employees is significantly lower than that of regular employ-
ees, and satisfaction also is lower. That is, the hypothesis of
this study on wage satisfaction applies to workers in the labor
markets of all three countries. In other words, the increased
incidence of non-regular employees with low wages means a
reduction of the overall wage level in the labor market, and
leads to a decrease in employees’ satisfaction with wages and
the wage system.

By country, the wage disparity between forms of employ-
ment is largest in Japan and smallest in Korea. In addition,
wage satisfaction in Japan is lowest and is highest in Korea.
Low wage satisfaction in Japan is not only a phenomenon ob-
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Fig. 5 Interrelation between wage determination system and satisfaction

Note: The vertical axis shows the number of answers according to the four level of satisfaction on wage determination system.
(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in Northeast Asian
Labor Markets.)

served with regard to low-wage non-regular employment but
also regular employment. This means that overly large dis-
parities between forms of employment in Japan have led to a
decrease of wage satisfaction among all workers.

Furthermore, as Figure 5 shows, when we examine the re-
lationship between wage satisfaction and the criteria for wage
rises, there is not such high satisfaction with the wage increase
system based on company provisions, which is the system most
applicable to the three countries. On the other hand, more than
70% of workers with wage contracts in China and Korea are
satisfied with the wage system, but in Japan, less than half of
this proportion is satisfied. In the case of Japan, in any of the
four wage-determination (wage rise) systems, the degree of sat-
isfaction is low, and thus, it has become an urgent challenge to
develop a new wage-determination system commensurate with
the changes of the labor market.

3.3 Occupational Qualification System Satisfaction
Flexibilization of the labor market employment in East Asia has
increased the necessity to review the traditional company grade
system based on own ability. That is, in the flexible labor mar-
ket, in which there is frequent dismissal and re-employment, it
is necessary to build a vocational qualification system based on
social-unit institutional adjustment, such as a flexicurity strat-
egy.

However, in East Asian labor markets, compared to the pace
of employment flexibility, there have been significant delays in
the construction of a new vocational qualification system that
can replace the traditional company system, which mainly in-
volves enterprise-specific skills. By way of explanation, there
is no progress in the transition from a company-unit skills for-
mation system to a skills training system based on social-unit
institutional coordination.

In this study, with respect to perceptions of vocational train-
ing and qualifications in the East Asian labor market, the hy-
pothesis is described above. There are clear delays in the ac-
quisition of qualification certificates and there are poor percep-
tions of its usefulness among the three countries’ employees.

Disparity between forms of employment can be seen in all three
countries with regard to the acquisition of vocational qualifica-
tion certificates. China has the highest proportion of employ-
ees who have qualification certificates, followed by Korea and
Japan.

The differences by country result from the different percep-
tions on the usefulness of the acquisition of qualification certifi-
cate for the extension of employment contracts and wage rises.
That is, the proportions of employees who consider qualifica-
tion certificates helpful for the extension of employment con-
tracts and wage rises are large for both regular and non-regular
employees in China, while three-fourths or more of workers in
Japan consider they are not useful.

Figures 6 and 7 show the correlation between the number of
qualification certificates possessed and perceptions about their
usefulness for the extension of employment contracts and wage
rises, respectively, in Japan, China, and Korea. In the case of
Japan, people who consider qualifications useless for the exten-
sion of employment contracts and wage rise are those employ-
ees who answered they had “no qualifications” or “more than
three.”

It is easy to understand the correlation between people hav-
ing no qualifications and considering vocational qualification
useless, but why do people with three or more qualifications
consider them useless? The answer is that there remains in
Japanese companies the feature of company-unit institutional
adjustment in the employment contract and wage determina-
tion, which is connected to the low perceptions of qualifications
of some workers who hold large numbers of qualification cer-
tificates.

On the other hand, in China, people who consider it useful
to hold a vocational qualification certificate for the extension of
employment contracts and wage rises are actively working on
the acquisition of larger numbers of qualifications. The percent-
age of those with qualification certificates among both regular
and non-regular employees is higher in China than in Japan and
Korea, as shown in Table 3, which can be understood as a result
of the expansion of market adjustment in the labor market hav-
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Fig. 6 Perceptions about vocational qualifications (usefulness for wage
increases)

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results
of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in
Northeast Asian Labor Markets.)

Fig. 7 Perceptions about vocational qualification (usefulness for employ-
ment contract)

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results
of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in
Northeast Asian Labor Markets.)

ing expanded the perceptions that general skills are favorable to
job change. This result supports the fact that the education and
skills formation system in China is shifting in orientation to
general skills from company- or industry-special skills along-
side the transition to high school and university education from
traditional vocational education ∗5.

3.4 Social Security System Satisfaction
As clarified in the analysis of each previous chapter, the one-
sided expansion of flexibility in labor markets without in-
creasing security support and the negative impact on macro-
economic dynamics are related to subjects on employment,
wage, and social security systems that have institutional com-
plementarity.

In other words, traditional corporate welfare based on
company-unit institutional adjustment has been reduced gradu-
ally, and the role it played in social security has declined. How-
ever, in its place, no extensive social security system based on
social-unit institutional adjustment has been developed. As a
result, this has led to different performances in labor market re-
form based on the Flexicurity ∗6 in European countries versus

∗5 Yan and Piao 2015: 7.[9].
∗6 In general, flexicurity is a term used to refer to flexibility and se-

curity. However, it is an integrated policy strategy goes beyond

East Asian countries.
This is a fundamental hypothesis proved throughout this pa-

per, and in the analysis in this section based on the results of the
satisfaction survey with the current social security system, we
aim to clarify the proposition that underdeveloped social secu-
rity systems have undermined people’s trust in social security
systems. In doing so, we estimate the participation rate of the
four social insurance systems closely involved in the working
and living environments of the three countries, and examine
respondents’ perceptions on the burden of insurance payments
and trust in the social security systems.

First, there remains large disparity between employment
forms with regard to the participation rate in pensions, unem-
ployment insurance, medical insurance, and industrial injury
insurance. In particular, for unemployment insurance, which
is closely related to increases in labor market flexibility in em-
ployment and income, the disparity between forms of employ-
ment in all three countries is clear, with the largest disparity in
Japan (twice that of China and Korea). In addition, in all four
insurance system types, the participation rate in Japan is lowest,
while the disparity between regular and non-regular employees
is largest.

Compared with Japan, in China and Korea, which have been
attempting to expand existing social security systems based on
state-led coordination in recent years, participation rates are
higher and disparity is smaller. This may represent indicate that
state-led reform is more effective than the reform of Japan’s so-
cial security system, which has stagnated with the influence of
institutional historical path dependency and loss of institutional
complementarities.

In addition, with regard to the burden of social insurance
payments, it is clear that the rapidly developed social security
system resulted in increased burdens. Among the three coun-
tries, workers in China have felt the greatest burden and Korean
workers the lowest. In Japan, although the participation rate is
low, about 70% of workers feel the burden of insurance pay-
ments. The personal burden has increased because of Japan’s
social security system reforms in recent years due to its rapidly
aging population. On the other hand, there is a low payment
burden on Korean workers compared to Japan due to their lower
proportion ∗7 of personal burden of social insurance payments.

Perceptions of the burden of these social insurance payments
are closely related to trust in the social security system. The
percentage of workers in Japan who consider that the social
security system will be helpful in the future is extremely low
(30% or less), and the situation of paying for a social security

just the aggregation of flexibility and security elements. It also
refers to their suitable or harmonious combination, and simul-
taneously increases in labor market flexibility and security, two
concepts that are normally opposed. More detail describes on
flexicurity, please see Wilthagen and Tros 2004 [6], Wakamori
2013 [5].

∗7 The payment essentially is divided 50-50 between the employee
and employer in Korea. The ratio of personal burden for each
social insurance system is as follows: pension (national pen-
sion) is 4.5%, medical insurance (national health insurance)
is 2.9 percent, and unemployment insurance (employment in-
surance) is 0.55%. These proportions are lower than those of
Japan, which are 8%, 4.1%, and 0.6%, respectively. In addition,
with regard to industrial injury insurance, employers cover the
full amount in both countries.
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system that is not trusted has increased perceptions that social
insurance payments are a burden. Unlike Japan, in China, more
than 60% of workers, regardless of employment forms, express
trust in the future of the social security system, which may be
understood as there being a possibility that Chinese employees
accept the burden of high insurance payments. In Korea, about
half of workers express trust in the future of the social security
system.

In Table 3, the data of expectations for the social security sys-
tem refers to the percentage of employees who answered ”the
social security system will be helpful for the future”; the re-
maining workers are those who clearly answered ”I don’t think
so” and ”I don’t know.” Figure 8 shows these proportions by
country. In Japan, about 30% of employees consider it ”help-
ful” and almost as many consider it ”not useful,” while 40%
answered ”I don’t know.” The cause of reduced trust and sat-
isfaction in the social security system is an increase in recent
years in social security costs for the elderly due to the declin-
ing birth rate and aging population, and an increase in unpaid
insurance premiums due to increases in youth unemployment
and the working poor, and continuous scandals related to social
security funds. In addition, in China and Korea, about 30% of
workers answered ”I don’t know” to the question of whether
the social security system would be helpful in the future, but
the proportions of workers who are hopeful are overwhelmingly
large.

Fig. 8 Perceptions about the security system (usefulness for the future)

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results
of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in
Northeast Asian Labor Markets.)

3.5 Work-life Balance Satisfaction
Given the limited role and lack of social security systems in the
three Northeast Asian countries as described above, the one-
sided expansion of flexibility in labor markets without increas-
ing security support has reduced workers’ satisfaction with em-
ployment and income, and has increased uneasiness about the
future. Then, the increase of non-regular employees and greater
disparity between regular and non-regular employees has led to
a loss of joy in working and exhaustion in the workplace, result-
ing in reduced life quality of workers and their families. Here,
we analyze the reality of work-life balance of workers and their
families and satisfaction levels with such balance in the three
countries.

The basic hypothesis about work-life balance satisfaction in
this survey is as follows. ”Long working hours and limited in-
volvement in child-rearing and housework has brought a reduc-

tion of satisfaction in the work-life balance of workers.” In other
words, with the destruction of traditional long-term stable em-
ployment in East Asian labor markets and worsening of the em-
ployment and income environment associated with the increase
of non-regular employment, in workplaces in which workers
are exposed to fierce competition for survival, their stress lev-
els have increased and their mental well-being and family time
have decreased. As a result, the state of work-life balance is
getting worse, and has become a factor preventing the repro-
duction of the labor force.

As Table 4 show, the long working hours and daily over-
time hours, little time for housework, and low satisfaction with
work-life balance are the basic features in the three countries.
First, with regard to average working hours per day, about 70%
of regular employees in Japan and Korea work for more than
the International Labour Organization standard of 8 hours a day.
The proportion of Japanese workers who work for such a long
time in non-regular employment is relatively low (17 percent),
but in China and Korea, it is nearly 50%. It is possible to infer
that these low-income workers compensate for the decrease in
the wage per hour by increasing working hours.

Second, looking at the actual situation of overtime, the per-
centage of regular employees who answered that their overtime
per week is more than 5 hours is highest in Japan at 37%, fol-
lowed by China at 29% and Korea at 17%. On the other hand,
for non-regular employment, China has the highest proportion
of such workers at 27%, followed by Japan at 18% and Korea
at 11%. Furthermore, the proportion of workers forced to work
overtime for more than 10 hours per week is 16% in Japan, 16%
in China, and 8% in Korea. It has been mentioned in the previ-
ous analysis on each country that in workplaces in which regu-
lar employment has decreased and non-regular employment has
increased, regular employees are forced to increase overtime to
compensate for the reduced rate of regular employment, and
non-regular employees are forced to increase overtime to com-
pensate for low wages.

In addition, with regard to housework involvement of work-
ers who are forced to work long periods, except for non-
regular employees in Japan, about 60% of respondents an-
swered “housework time per day is less than 1 hour.” Even
in China, which has a traditional imaged of men being actively
involved in housework, about 40% of regular employees and
about 50% of non-regular employees answered they had less
than 1 hour per day for housework. In addition, when con-
sidering the low utilization of the leave system for household
reasons, such as childcare, in the three countries (see Table 2),
it can be said that workers in East Asia spend extremely short
times with their families. Furthermore, this is an estimate based
on the total for male and female workers, which implies that the
situation for men only is even worse, while long working hours
are common and the competition for survival in the workplace
is increasingly intense, making involvement in housework in-
creasingly difficult.

Finally, the state of satisfaction with work-life balance com-
bined with all of the factors, including the low level of involve-
ment in housework, long working hours, increasing employ-
ment instability, expansion of disparity, low wages, poor acces-
sibility to vocational training, and incomplete social security
systems, suggest that satisfaction with work-life balance in the
three Northeast Asian countries has never been high. In China,
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Table 4 Satisfaction with work-life balance

Questions on stratification with work-life balance
Country / Form of employment

Japan China Korea
Regular Non-regular Regular Non-regular Regular Non-regular

work-life balance

Working hours (<8h/day) 30% 83% 52% 53% 32% 54%
Overtime hours (>5h/week) 37% 18% 29% 27% 17% 11%
Housework time (<1h/day) 67% 37% 62% 53% 67% 59%
Satisfaction 50% 46% 67% 54% 48% 39%

(Source: Described by authors on the basis of the results of the Questionnaire Survey on Flexibility and Security in Northeast Asian Labor
Markets.)

more than half of both regular and non-regular employees are
satisfied with work-life balance, while less than half of employ-
ees in Japan and Korea are not satisfied. In Korea in particular,
more than 60 % of non-regular employees are dissatisfied with
work-life balance.

So far, in this section, we have analyzed in detail the actual
state of workers’ satisfaction with employment, income, voca-
tional training, and work-life balance in Japan, China, and Ko-
rea, as summarized in Table 4. Compared to successful labor
market reform based on flexicurity in European countries ∗8, the
analysis results for East Asia show that although labor market
reform has reduced the role of traditional company-unit institu-
tional adjustment, an alternative institutional adjustment based
on social-unit coordination has not been developed, and there-
fore, workers’ dissatisfaction with the present situation and un-
easiness about the future has increased.

In particular, the social-unit adjustment aspect is defective
in many respects, such as institutions related to the possibility
of job change, the possibility of indirect income gain, accessi-
bility of the vocational training system, and the presence and
application of the leave system. In particular, there is strong
institutional complementarity between the institutions involved
in these four areas, and the parts thereof cannot be modified
in isolation. Therefore, the various difficulties that the current
East Asian labor market is facing cannot be overcome with par-
tial corrections or improvements.

If the institutional complementarities that exist between the
various institutions in the labor market are taken into consider-
ation, a comprehensive institutional framework, such as a flex-
icurity strategy, is necessary for the reform of East Asian labor
market. In other words, it is necessary to undertake system
design while considering the institutional complementarity and
the mutual influences between each institution on the one hand,
and to consider carefully the historical path dependency of in-
stitutions within each labor market and employment system on
the other hand.

It is not possible simply to transplant the flexicurity model
to the East Asian labor market’s reform process. Instead, it
is necessary to build a new institutional framework that aims to
expand labor market flexibility secured by social-unit coordina-
tion that matches the macro-economic conditions and economic
development strategy in each country.　　

∗8 Critical discussions on European flexicurity from the viewpoint
of protecting the working class are also available. These crit-
ics claim that by introducing flexicurity, the profits of business
(management) were given priority, and did not provide protec-
tion for the welfare of workers. More detail discussions please
see Tangian 2008 [2]; Tangian 2010 [3].

4. Conclusion
In this paper, we analyzed the results of a questionnaire sur-
vey on three countries in Northeast Asia, based on the analyt-
ical framework shown in Figure 1. Specifically, we analyzed
the reality of institutional development in employment, income,
vocational training, and work-life balance in the labor market
in three Northeast Asian countries by estimating the adapta-
tion range of institutions (Table 2). Furthermore, we attempted
to undertaken an international comparative analysis on percep-
tions about work, leisure, and work-life balance under the insti-
tutions (Table 3 and Table 4).

The questionnaire survey and the analysis of its results in
this chapter were designed to obtain perceptions of the ele-
ments of flexibility and security, and the correlation between
these elements in a flexicurity framework. In addition, theo-
retical analysis of the survey results is strongly dependent on
the approach of institutional complementarity and diversity of
the socio-economic system. This means that the analysis is
strongly dependent on the theoretical framework for analyzing
the influences of structural changes and institutional reforms on
East Asian labor markets. The main significance is summarized
in the following three points.

First, it was possible to analyze the influences of struc-
tural changes and institutional reforms in recent years in East
Asian labor markets, not only from the perspective of disrupt-
ing macro-economic dynamics, that is, interfering with the pos-
itive cycle of cumulative causation between labor productiv-
ity growth and demand growth, but also from the viewpoint
of causing exhaustion in people’s working and living environ-
ments and uneasiness about the future.

Second, it was possible to analyze the immobilization of so-
cial class due to the disruption of labor markets and the ex-
panding instability of society by clarifying the actual situation
of increases of non-regular employment associated with the ex-
pansion of flexibility, and the reality of significant disparities
in wages, accessibility to skills formation systems, and social
security systems for regular and non-regular employees, given
the institutional environment of delayed development of social
security systems.

Third, in the strategic planning and institutional design of la-
bor market reform, not only its economic impact but also its so-
cial impact should be taken into account. This would increase
the possibility of labor market reforms not for the purpose
of cost savings, economic growth, and further non-voluntary
reforms that have succumbed to external influence and pres-
sure (e.g., the influence of neoliberalism and US-style manage-
ment), but rather, for the benefits of people, who are responsible
for developing the socio-economic system, and their lives.
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