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1.　Introduction

Transnational labor markets2 are slowly emerging in Asia. In the absence of 

supranational governing institutions such as the EU, this emergence is not based on 

an integrated legal framework in the region that is designed to facilitate mobility (e.g. 

Yamada 2014)3. It is rather shaped by an ensemble of strategic activities of private 

actors based in various countries. It is not that states do not play any roles, indeed there 

are “international” mobilities of people through the bilateral MOU (Memorandum 

of Understanding) that coordinate mobility, but there are national regulations on 

investment, commercial activities, and employment/labor markets that tend to 

discourage mobility in the region (Shire et. al. 2018). Without a strong political initiative, 

the construction of the transnational social space has been led by the activities of private 

actors such as transnational companies. Asia as a region has emerged as a recognizable 

social space in which companies are able to see possibilities of investment for production 

and sales. The mobilities of the people have begun to increase and are associated with 

the expansion of these activities.

While the broad increase in mobilities in the region is an important basis for the 

emergence of transnational labor markets, this paper does not focus on these mobilities 

per se. It focuses specifically on the making of transnational labor markets, or more 

precisely, on the capacity building of the social actors that play significant roles in 

shaping the transnational labor market. Our focus is particularly on temporary help 

agencies based in Japan (J-THAs). The paper will introduce their activities and interpret 

them based on the recent development of the sociology of markets, especially the one 

tailored for labor markets. Drawing evidence mainly from interviews conducted in 2014-
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15 in Japan, Thailand, Vietnam, and China, the central argument of this paper is that 

Japanese THAs act as the vanguards for Japanese companies to broaden their businesses 

in Asian countries. These activities concomitantly build their capacities to overcome the 

risks that need to be solved to establish cross-border labor markets.

The paper proceeds as follows: in section two, I will outline the recent developments 

in the theory of markets and its application to labor market formation, followed by the 

roles of social actors—especially THAs—in the market formation. In section three, the 

paper will introduce the activities of Japan-based THAs: 1) its historical development, 2) 

the reasons why J-based THAs go abroad, and 3) their business strategic repertoires. 

The paper will then discuss what roles they play in terms of transnational labor market 

formation. 

2.　THAs and the theory of labor market formations

What roles do the THAs play in the process of cross-border labor market formation 

in Asia? This question involves theoretical and empirical focuses that have not been 

addressed in migration studies. First, the focus of this paper is on THAs. The focus of 

migration studies so far has been on the experiences of migrants themselves, asking why 

and how they move from one place to another and what impacts these mobilities have on 

their lives and on their families. The organizers of these mobilities have been in the black 

box, either seen as unimportant or taken for granted (Lindquist, Xiang, and Yeoh 2012). 

This lack of empirical attention is associated with a lack of theoretical consideration 

given to the ways the mobilities are coordinated, from recruitment to the movements to 

the sites of work. The arrangement of work and life at the country of destination is, again, 

seen from the viewpoint of workers but not from that of coordinators. This point leads 

us to another focus of this paper, which is to see their activities in the context of (cross-

border) labor market formations. This means to analyze the mobilities of migrants and 

the coordination of these mobilities as, in part, a process of the creation of a labor market 

by the THAs in the emerging transnational social space4. 

The recent developments in the theory of markets provide a useful perspective and 

interpretive framework for the various phenomena of the transnational social mobilities 
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of people. First, it encourages one to see it not just from the perspective of mobility—

experiences of mobilities— but also to the formation of the institutional arrangements 

that enable such mobilities. Second, it provides tools of assessment for understanding 

the current state of institutional arrangements based on the economic and sociological 

understanding of the market. 

2.1. The market, the labor market, and the transnational labor market

The recent developments in the theory of markets successfully delineate the basic 

components of markets as social institutions. It argues that it is a social institution 

that exchanges goods and services under competitive arrangements (Aspers 2011). 

In order to establish a market, certain social solutions need to be developed. These 

include addressing such risks as the uncertainties over the values of the commodities 

to be traded and the question of how to get involved in the competition over offers 

and recognizing the intentions of the counterpart of the transaction to complete the 

exchange (cooperation) (Beckert 2009). The first problem, the value problem, refers to 

the difficulty particularly on the side of purchasers in assessing the values of the goods. 

Establishing technical or normative classification standards would help them constitute 

their preferences (i.e. to evaluate) (Ibid.: 253-255). The problem of competition, one of 

the problems of coordination, concerns the rules of competition, in which states play 

larger roles in increasing and decreasing competition (Ibid.: 258). The institutional 

regulations of competition help to give participants stable expectations, although 

it creates economic inequalities (Ibid.: 259). The cooperation problem, which falls 

under one of the coordination problems, concerns the growth of confidence among 

market participants regarding the completion of exchanges/contracts (Ibid.: 259). The 

institutional arrangements to overcome these uncertainties are organized and shaped 

through political and cultural contestation (Fligstein 2001). Therefore, markets are 

politically, socially, and culturally embedded as a form of social relations (Granovetter 

1985, Zukin, and DiMaggio 1990). 

In the context of providing a comprehensive framework for the massive accumulation 

of the transnational mobilities of workers, Shire creatively tailors the theory of the 

social order of markets to the specificities of labor markets and provides a framework 



4

to interpret cross-border labor issues (Shire 2020). From the specificities of the labor 

markets, she points to the issues of labor power and its fictional commodification as 

raised by Polanyi (Polanyi 2000 [1944]) and the transformation of labor power in the 

labor process (Burawoy 1982). She argues that cross-border labor markets face the same 

contingencies as domestic labor markets, but the solutions to those issues are different 

(Shire 2020: 2). If all of the above are contained in a state (Wimmer & Schiller 2002), all 

of these issues are historically negotiated between the state, employers, and workers 

and the tripartite arrangement constructed employment relations, its relations to various 

social spheres such as education, social security, and family (e.g. Fligstein 2001). This 

arrangement is difficult under cross-border settings. 

In labor sociology, the problem of valuation has been discussed as an issue of the 

fictional commodification of labor. It points out that since what is traded in labor 

markets are human activities that cannot be fully transferable, making a market for labor 

involves a fictional arrangement so that “we can trade labor.” It is achieved through the 

establishment of the freedom of contract, which assures that individuals, not traditional 

collective entities such as households, can sell his/her capacity. In addition, in order 

to make labor a recognized commodity of exchange with measurable values, workers 

need to have skills and dispositions, both of which are also defined through political 

and cultural struggles. This disposition concerns workers’ subjective quality and 

their intention to put effort into their work. Making skills and dispositions that can be 

measured and evaluated in a transnational setting is difficult due to the problems setting 

common standards for valuation. She adds, “[l]argely ignored in theoretical terms is the 

contribution of training and certification to reducing uncertainties on the demand side 

‘buyers’ about the value of migrant labor as a saleable commodity” (Shire 2020: 15). 

The problem of competition appears ultimately as the negotiation of wage. However, 

the experiences of advanced industrial societies tell us that the root of the problem lies 

in the inherent inequality of power between capital and labor, in which capital has the 

upper hand. Thus, the counter-movement to commodification, i.e. the attempt to regulate 

the labor market, is inevitable for workers to be able to reproduce labor and to gain 

social rights (Shire ibid.: 15-17). However, the latter tends to be particularly unavailable 

for migrant workers as citizenship distinguishes who is entitled to the rights. Shire sees 
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the cooperation problem as a problem of transformation in employment relations (Ibid.: 

20). It is the problem of transforming labor power into actual work effort. The studies 

on (domestic) employment relations found various forms of control over the labor 

process (Edwards 1979), and “manufacturing consent” from workers can be important 

in ensuring efficiency at work (Burawoy 1982). In this line of study, requiring workers 

to be equipped with a certain disposition is understood as a part of the transformation 

process (Kunda 1992, Kumazawa 1997), and not just a part of making labor a commodity. 

The solution to the problem is difficult under cross-border settings since employers and 

workers are socially, culturally, and geographically distant from one another 5. 

These are the issues necessary to be solved in order to establish labor markets in 

cross-border settings. In the next section, the paper focuses on THAs as the actor 

that participates in this institution building. Applying the theory of transnational labor 

markets, it is possible to point out how THAs are shaped and are shaping themselves as 

actors that pioneer new transnational social spaces and gain the capacity to build labor 

markets that connect companies and workers who are foreign to one another. 

2.2. THAs 

We focus on the activities of THAs since they number among the major actors that 

include multinational firms that actively shape transnational social spaces, hereby defined 

as a bundle of socially constituted artifacts and symbols that cross national borders 

(Pries 2001). “Broker” and “the organization of transnational mobility” (intermediary 

organizations of cross border mobilities) are the “black boxes” of migration studies 

(Lindquist, Xiang and Yeoh 2012). It has been discussed that the focus should shift from 

the experiences of migrants to the forms of infrastructure that condition and facilitate 

their mobility. With a few exceptions, there have so far not been many studies that 

examine the transnational activities of THAs (Coe et. al. 2012, Wang 2016 on Taiwan-

based THAs). Our question is what “agency” do these agencies have in the context of 

transnational labor market formations? Client firms may face risks when they decide to 

go abroad as they do not know the situations, rules, and conventions of the local labor 

markets. Agencies have seeds of business here6, and solving those issues concomitantly 

constructs labor markets. With the theory of cross-national labor market formation, it is 



6

possible to set up some variables to evaluate their activities.

In general, THAs are agencies that intend to expand the “free” mobility of workers. 

They are agencies that are enabled by the ideology of free mobility—meaning that they 

are legitimatized by legislation that embodies the ideology7 and may be initiated by the 

entrepreneurs who believe in it. Since THAs generate profit out of people’s mobilities 

in the labor markets, the expansion of mobility is something they wish and push for. In 

order to do so, making matches between demand and supply in the labor markets is the 

central business that they do and are allowed to do. The ability to make labor market 

matching is their core competence and the process of this coordination involves various 

business practices such as screening, skill formation, and consultation. At the same time, 

they themselves are also market players being evaluated and chosen by buyers and 

sellers of labor power. They are in competition to shape their capacity to provide better 

services to their potential clients. Thus, overall, the improvement of their capacity has 

significant impacts on the creation and the growth of labor markets that achieve more 

mobilities.

Such capacities can be evaluated at various points based on the theory of transnational 

labor markets. This paper sets up the following points in order to interpret the activities 

of the THAs as both a market player and as a market maker. First, it is necessary to 

examine how the THAs navigate themselves in the complex sets of regulations largely 

characterized by state sovereignty. Here, the guiding principle of the examination is 

that regulations not only constrain their activities but also give specific capacity to play 

in the field such as business permission. The key regulation that constrains and enables 

the transnational activities of the THAs is the commercial and investment regulations 

that give certain business entities permission to invest and do business  in each country. 

States generally welcome investment from abroad. However, they limit the ways they 

are invested in so as to not give away control of economic activities to foreign firms. 

Employment and labor market regulations also shape the repertoires of service that 

THAs are able to provide. 

Second, taking stock of labor providers and potential buyers is crucial for capacity 

building that requires them to set up networks to collect information (that may cross 

borders). Making long lists of job offers and job seekers increase the possibility 
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of making matches between them, which proves their capacity to provide as many 

choices as possible to buyers and sellers (Imai 2009). The assurance of choice for at 

least one party of the exchange is a fundamental condition of the creation of markets 

(Aspers 2011). One of the typical strategies of the THAs to enhance this capacity in the 

case of domestic business in Japan is to obtain permission to practice registered-type 

dispatching businesses (tōroku-gata haken). Some of the J-THAs, especially the larger 

ones, are allowed to do this type of service in which THAs collect registrations to their 

database from as many job seekers as possible. This enables the agency to become a 

big personnel reservoir. This process of capacity building involves the processes of the 

commodification of workers and of making liberal regulation of competition. The THAs 

need to evaluate workers in order to place them into appropriate job offers, through 

which standardized valuation are able to shape commodities. In addition, this process 

makes spontaneous arrangements of contract between client firms and job seekers and 

realizes the most “marketized,” spot-based, and liberal pattern of wage determination.

Third, making and securing skills and specific worker dispositions are crucial issues 

for client firms to operate successfully in foreign countries. These are crucial issues 

regardless of the locations of the labor market. These are, however, more difficult to 

achieve when the arrangement crosses borders. Concerning its relation to the theory 

of transnational labor markets, the capacity to handle these issues is, again, associated 

with commodity-making and the issue of transformation. Finding confirmation that the 

workers have the necessary skills abroad is a difficult task for companies as they don’t 

have the resources to make the right judgment with scant knowledge about local school 

systems (thus they cannot read signals), vocational training systems, and workers’ 

diligence in general. Being able to provide screening services reduces significant risks 

that the clients face, and offering training and education programs secures skills and the 

kind of disposition that clients require from workers. These services bring great value to 

clients. 

2.3.　Method

The evidence is drawn from government documents and data and interviews with two 

Japan-based THAs in Japan (Tokyo), China (Beijing and Shanghai), Thailand (Bangkok), 
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and Vietnam (Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh) as well as with one foreign THA in all the above-

mentioned cities for comparison. We also conducted interviews at a business association 

of the THA and a government institute in Vietnam. The interviews were conducted in 

2014 and 2015 by the research team (Shire, Wang, Heinrich and Imai, see Appendix for 

details of the interviews). The next chapter introduces the major activities of the J-THAs 

in the region, assesses their capacities as solution providers for clients and workers, 

and discusses their concomitant effects on the process of the transnational labor market 

formation.

3.　The roles of THAs in transnational labor market formations

The process of making a transnational labor market—if not an integrated one—in 

Asia was in part contoured by the growing foreign direct investment (FDI) by Japanese 

firms since the period of offshoring of the industry in the 1980s. Since then there have 

been ebbs and flows in the overseas expansion of Japanese firms, but the expansion 

accelerated after 2010. Japan-based THAs (re-)opened their branches in the region 

and began various businesses under the constraints of the various regulations of each 

country. As many countries do not legalize or accept temporary staffing businesses 

and/or the separation of employment and work relations, they mainly offer personnel 

placement service in various settings.

3.1. J-THAs in Japan: the initial trajectory of their capacity building

The THAs in Japan include the temporary dispatching (jinzai haken) agency and 

job placement (jinzai shōkai) agency. Although the term usually refers to the former, 

temporary dispatching agencies often provide both services under the frame of 

jinzai bijinesu (personnel business). These THAs in Japan were born and grew in an 

environment where the labor market was well-regulated and was gradually deregulated 

afterward. In this sense, they are typically an industry of deregulation (e.g. Peck et. al. 

2005) and they expanded its business in close association with the development of the 

personnel practices of Japanese firms that seek to increase flexibility. During most of the 

post-war era, for-profit job placement services were only allowed to the agencies in a few 
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limited occupations and temporary dispatching was prohibited by the labor regulations 

of 1947. It was only on the basis of the rising concern regarding the spread of informal 

practices of labor lending and labor outsourcing—that, in practice, plays a similar role in 

labor dispatch—that jinzai haken business was legalized in 1987 (Imai 2004). Since then, 

both haken and shōkai services were deregulated, especially in the late 1990s and early 

2000s, which was encouraged by the establishment of the ILO Convention (No. 181) in 

1997.

Initially, THAs in Japan began their activities in a legal grey zone. In Japanese labor 

markets, there were always the practices of labor subcontracting (ukeoi) in areas such 

as shipbuilding, manufacturing, and IT software development, so as to have a personnel 

buffer against economic conditions (Imai 2004). Especially since the oil crises, Japanese 

companies began to rely on outside sources of flexibility. Given the massive number of 

women in their 30s and 40s who once were in the labor markets but left after marriage/

childbirth, THAs began to fulfill the temporary needs of clerical workers, telex operators, 

and other jobs after the oil crises and the internationalization of businesses. Recognition 

of the expansion of such businesses made the government regulate the activities of 

THAs by setting up a new law, discussed during the 1980s and established in 1986. 

The Temporary Dispatching Work Law legalized the THAs as business entities, and 

liberalized the worker dispatch for the first time in post-war history, although it only 

allowed them to handle thirteen occupations. 

The revisions that deregulated THAs in the 1990s and 2000s helped develop the 

industry, reflecting the increasing needs of Japanese companies to rely more on external 

sources of flexibility and the government’s change of attitude to prefer external labor 

markets to firm (firm-group) internal job mobility (Imai ibid.). The revision in 1999 

basically lifted occupational limitations and the 2004 revision even enabled them to 

dispatch workers to manufacturing lines. As the field of activity grew, the THAs tried 

to develop to complement the functions of the personnel departments of Japanese 

companies. From time to time, the big needs of personnel restructuring gave the THAs 

the chance to grow, such as the period of prolonged low growth after the burst of the 

bubble economy and the time the J-firms recognized the baby-boomers as redundant. 

The THAs developed services such as outplacement, which helped Japanese firms to 
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outplace redundant workers to outside the firm (firm-group), where they underwent re-

training and subsequent job placement. 

Since the industry grew to be strongly associated with the deregulatory reforms of the 

legal framework and the constant revisions of labor management at Japanese companies, 

the industry has become very domestic (e.g. Coe et. al. 2012). It has been domestic not 

in the sense that THAs do not cross borders, but rather that the Japan-based THAs only 

see Japanese firms as their clients. They crossed the border once in the 1980s, but nearly 

100% of their business occurs in Japan. However, the more significant reason is that 

the major goal of the businesses of the J-THAs was to develop as the second personnel 

department of Japanese firms (Imai 2009). The business needs that the THAs tried to 

catch were solely from Japanese firms and the services they provided were often tailored 

for each Japanese company. Especially after 2009, the domestic market for THAs began 

to shrink (see Figure 1) or at least stagnate. Thus, it was not so surprising that the THAs 

began to seek a source of revenue abroad as the activities of Japanese companies had 

Figure 1. Annual sales of the temporary help industry (in hundred million yen)
(source: MHLW, Rōdōsha Haken Jigyō no Jigyō Hōkoku no Shūkei Kekka ni tsuite 

– H12 – H29)



11

been significantly transferred across borders, particularly in the Asian region.

3.2. Why do they go abroad?

The current expansion of the Japan-based THAs in Asia began after 2000, especially 

after 2010. Table 1 shows the opening years of branches in Asia by Japan-based THAs. 

It is possible to see that the branches were established in countries such as Indonesia, 

Thailand, China, South Korea, and Vietnam and that the THAs have recently established 

second and third branches in these countries. 

Actually, the expansion of J-THAs in Asia is not a new phenomenon. In the late 1980s, 

some leading J-THAs established branches in, for instance, Thailand. It had developed 

relatively earlier compared to other south and east Asian countries. However, in the 

early 2000s, some agencies closed 

their branches,  especial ly at  the 

time of the Lehman crisis in 2008, 

political confusion in Thailand, and 

the worsening of the political climate 

between Japan and China. Therefore, 

the list in Table 1 includes a not 

insignificant number of branches that 

reopened. However, the increase after 

2010 is a pure increase without any 

closures.

 According to the interviews with 

experts, there are several reasons 

for this expansion. The first reason 

is the massive increase in Foreign 

Direct Investments (FDI) by Japanese 

companies in the region. It was led 

by the offshoring of the industry from 

Japan to Asia due, firstly, to the high 

appreciation of the Yen in the late 

1995   
1996   
1997   
1998   
1999   
2000   
2001   
2002 A (Indonesia) 
2003   
2004 A (Bangkok, Beijing) 
2005 B (Shenzhen), E (Korea) 

2006 B (Shanghai), C (Dalian), D 
(Shanghai), A (Shanghai) 

2007 E (Taiwan, Shanghai, Indonesia), A 
(Malaysia=2 branches) 

2008 C (Vietnam) 
2009 R (Hong Kong) 
2010   

2011 B (Korea), D (Indonesia, Vietnam), A 
(Thailand 2, Seoul, Hong Kong) 

2012 
B (Indonesia, Thailand), E (China, 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, 
Vietnam), A (Singapore) 

2013 C (Hanoi, Vietnam)、D (India), A 
(Indonesia 2, 3, HCM, Guangzhou) 

2014 B (Malaysia), D (Thailand), A 
(Thailand 3, India) 

2015 A (Hanoi) 
2016   
2017   

  

Table 1. The (re)opening years of branches 
in Asia10
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2000s. The trend was enhanced after the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011 that 

raised a strong awareness of the risk of natural disasters to the production chain set up 

on the Japanese archipelago. Not just large firms but also small and medium-sized firms 

that were located in the middle to the bottom of the production chain relocated their 

production sites abroad (Interview No. 3). Figure 2 shows the trend of the Yen/Dollar 

exchange rate from 2001. The high appreciation of the Yen has been always facilitating 

the offshoring of the industry (such was the case in the late 1980s). It pushed Japanese 

manufacturers out to relocate their production sites abroad. 

Figure 2. The Yen’s price against the US dollar, 2001-2017 (underlined by the 
author)

(source: Bank of Japan, Collection of Major Time-Series Data)

 The high appreciation of the Yen from around 2007 to 2012 or 2013 caused a far more 

significant outflow of Japanese capital compared to the similar, latest period of capital 

outflow in the late 1980s. Figure 3 shows the trend of FDI (foreign direct investment) 

into Asian countries by Japanese firms. It is possible to see the amount of FDI after 2007 

is two or three times larger than that of the late 1980s. Figure 4 is the breaking down of 

the same numbers focusing on Asia. 

 

The trend continued, or even accelerated, despite the trend of the Yen’s value having 
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turned around. The major reason behind this seems to be the recognition of the risk of 

natural disasters as the Great East Japan Earthquake had literally destroyed the supply 

chain of Japanese manufacturing. Due to the recognition of the vulnerability to natural 

hazards, medium and small-sized firms also needed to go abroad following the transfer 

of production sites of the larger companies. As will be discussed later, it created huge 

Figure 3. Japan’s FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) (1983-2017) (in million dollars)
(source: JETRO Statistics on Direct Investment)

Figure 4 11. Japan’s FDI to Asian countries (1987-2017) (in million dollars) 12 
(source: JETRO Statistics on Direct Investment)
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business opportunities for firms in the service industry, including THAs. 

Another reason for J-THAs to go abroad was the steady growth of Asian countries 

and the concomitant rise of wage levels that they experienced (Interview No. 3, No. 5). 

As will be introduced in the following sections, the primary business of THAs in these 

countries is, due to legal constraints, job placement. Since the main source of revenue 

from this business model are commissions per deal, which is about 30-40% of the annual 

wage of workers, it is necessary that the wage level is high enough for THAs to earn 

enough when the number of deals they receive is not that big. If the wages are too low, 

even hundreds of deals cannot accumulate enough revenue for THAs to maintain branch 

offices that hire between 10 to 20 workers (usually consisting of a few Japanese staff 

members)13.

The time was ripe for Japan-based THAs to go abroad in the 2010s14. It was not the 

integrated legal frameworks in the region that motivated them. Rather, it was led by 

the FDI. First by Japanese manufacturers and followed by firms in the service industry, 

which set up opportunities for the J-THAs to expand their business. As they accumulated 

the capacity already domestically available for their clients, the time became ripe for 

them to go abroad too. 

3-3. Capacity building

Interactions with regulations

Although the J-THAs had enough motivation to go out to Asian countries, there were 

certain regulations that imposed limitations on their entrance into each country. First, 

there were regulations on their investment. For instance, China prohibited foreign THAs 

to own subsidiary companies with more than 51% of the capital until 2006. Therefore, 

J-THAs could not have total control over the invested firms (Interview No. 13, No. 14, 

No. 16). In Vietnam, foreign firms also could not establish subsidiary firms owned 100% 

by themselves until 2008 (Interview No. 6). In all these cases, J-THAs needed to find 

local partner companies in order to run their business in those countries. Finding a 

good partner was the first obstacle. Another example is the conditions required to open 

branches or run business. In Thailand and China, foreign companies, including THAs, 

need to hire local workers to establish local offices. Third is the permission necessary 



























15

from local authorities to run the business. As mentioned earlier, triangular employment 

relations were not allowed in many Asian countries. The main business is constrained to 

job placement and the agencies need to obtain permission to run the business. 

At this point in the interviews, none of the interviewees insisted on the difficulty 

of obtaining such permissions today. However, some of them still claim that the law 

enforcement situation is unclear in some regulations15. These difficulties are not simply 

constraints for the THAs. Being familiar with the realities of law enforcement and having 

a native knowledge of local rules gave them an extra capacity for business. Because 

Japanese companies that set up on foreign sites for the first time are helpless in this 

regard, providing consultation about the local labor laws and other compliance issues is 

one of the major pillars of business for THAs (Interview No. 4). 

Targeting (segmentation)

As mentioned above, many countries do not allow triangular employment relations. 

Under such environments, job placement services in various settings are the major 

sources of business for THAs. Japan-based THAs concentrate on the segment of white-

collar workers. They do not handle factory workers as the wages of the factory workers 

are still too low to make business out of their placements. As mentioned, the wages of 

white-collar workers are increasing in most Asian developing economies and the THAs 

see the placements of these workers as a good business opportunity. Here, J-THAs’ 

strategies are different from multi-national THAs in the US and Europe. Large foreign-

based multi-national THAs also provide placement services of blue-collar workers 

(Interview No. 10). Some have a large reservoir and are able to send factory workers just-

in-time. In this sense, J-THAs limit themselves to concentrating on a specific segment.

In addition, the clients of J-THAs are almost all Japanese companies, which makes 

the field of J-THAs even more specific. J-THAs need to provide workers who are 

linguistically competent in Japanese and are able to understand Japanese business 

practices to companies that have set up foreign subsidiaries or branches. These workers 

are called “competent in Japanese personnel,” or nihon-go jinzai in Japanese. They 

comprise a special segment in the local labor markets. It is important to note that the 

recent offshoring of the industry includes small and medium-sized firms that set up 
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business sites abroad for the first time. Since these companies lack personnel who can 

work in foreign environments (i.e. someone who is competent in foreign languages or 

has an intention to work abroad) they need assistants who are able to support helpless 

expats (Interview No. 13). Beginning with assistants who may provide even personal 

care for the expats, they need to hire engineers and managers who can establish and run 

factories. Recently, Japanese companies have brought back expats and replace them with 

local personnel, especially sales personnel (Interview No. 13). 

Common eligibility refers to competence in the Japanese language and cultural 

flexibility, which means that workers are able to communicate with expats and even the 

headquarters in Japan. Therefore, J-THAs need to carry a large stock of nihon-go jinzai 

and they are equipped with databases for future screenings. They set up webpages on 

which job seekers can register.

Figure 5. A webpage set up by a large J-THA in China (as of June 2, 2018)16 

Figure 5 is a typical webpage that job seekers would find. The webpages are typically 

available in Japanese, in English, and in local languages (in this case, Chinese). Right 

below the “top” tab is a button that leads to the registration page. Registrants are 
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required to fill in their information, including their academic background, qualifications, 

language competency (Japanese and English), and their preferences on the place of 

work, wages, and other criteria. With some variance, most of the registrants are local 

workers. When a company wants to hire about 20 workers, the THAs collect 2000 

registrants, screen them, and propose about 50 to 1000 workers to the client (Interview 

No. 9).

Information handlings

Our informants told us that each website has registrants from several thousand to 

more than 10,000. In addition to opening the webpage, they often coordinate job fair to 

consult with job seekers and encourage them to register. However, what matters most 

is not the number of registrants but rather the number of active job seekers. They said 

that the registration information becomes obsolete in a relatively short space of time 

(Interview No. 13). What the THAs need is information about the workers who are 

“currently” looking for jobs. The number of deals they make annually is typically less 

than a hundred, thus they tend to handle only a handful of ongoing deals per month 

(each consultant concludes several deals per month at best). Consultants sometimes rely 

not on the database but on the network of good workers whom they were acquainted 

with before. In this sense, the database is necessary but it is not the only source of 

information.

Similar styles of information handling can be seen even in cases of cross-border job 

placements. There have been not many cross-border placements but there are two 

segments of Japanese workers who want to work in major Asian countries. The first 

segment comprises young workers who are typically women around the age of 30. They 

contact the THAs via Tokyo headquarters or directly to the local branches. Because 

some job openings emerge in Asia of the kind that do not need to be filled by local 

workers, some jobs are filled by Japanese workers who are not competent in the local 

language. As the number of Japanese companies increase, there are a growing number of 

transactions between Japanese firms that are only conducted in Japanese. Our informant 

in Thailand said that there are labor markets for Japanese people in the major cities of 

Asia (Interview No. 11, No. 12). They hire Japanese men and women at local level labor 
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conditions. Another segment comprises senior workers who are typically men around 

the age of retirement. The demand for these workers in Asia already peaked out around 

2010 17. However, there was a strong demand before this period for those who could 

teach management and engineering at local factories. 

In these cases of cross-border placements, demands and supplies are not matched 

automatically on the database. If a worker contacted a THA via a website or job fair, a 

consultant at the THA manually sends the information to the branches abroad or s/he 

is instructed to contact the branches abroad directly. What we learn from these cases 

is that the information flow between branches in Japan and branches abroad is neither 

electronically connected nor efficient. The databases are not connected because the 

regulation on identity information is different between countries, and the regulation 

often prohibits such database integration. The flow was not efficient as cross-border 

mobility is not necessarily a major business for J-THAs at the moment. One branch 

manager in Thailand said that he could successfully introduce one senior engineer to 

a factory in Thailand from a Japanese manufacturer that had been the THA’s client in 

Japan only because he knew the outplacement business in Japan. Knowing about the 

job opening, he contacted an outplacement division in Japan. Overall, in cases of cross-

border placements, information is handled manually. It was also notable that THAs do 

not expect much from ASEAN’s plan to integrate its labor markets, although one agency 

is ready to integrate its database within the ASEAN region.

Training and education

Only conducting spot-based job placement opportunities seems to be a shaky business 

although there seem to be enough transactions that generate revenue for them. They 

needed to rely on this business especially in the initial phase of their development in 

foreign countries, having just accumulated placements to Japanese companies for those 

who are already familiar with Japanese language and culture. The business environment 

got worse immediately as some Japanese companies, especially the larger ones, learned 

how to recruit such personnel and began to rely less on the THAs. It is expected that the 

fact that there are other sources of nihon-go jinzai—Chinese students who have enrolled 

in Japanese universities, for instance—may obstruct their business opportunities. J-THAs 
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need stable business opportunities and this leads to the next level of capacity building.

Recently, THAs have invested significant energy to education and training services. As 

mentioned above, there is a large demand for nihon-go jinzai. In addition, as the service 

industry for Japanese workers and companies grows, there is an increasing demand for 

those who have Japanese-style hospitality and politeness. J-THAs are eager to set up 

training programs in order to produce workers who are competent in Japanese culture. 

In figure 5, on the bottom left, there is “news” from Pasona China. At the top of the news 

list, they advertise “business manner training” (bijinesu manā kenshū) in Shanghai, 

Shenzhen, and Guangzhou. The program typically includes “greetings, facial expression, 

grooming and appearance, politeness in language, and attitude” as basic principles of 

business manner (Oka 2014). The article on the Toyo Keizai website reports that the 

participants were impressed by how sensitive Japanese culture is by citing the specific 

angles of bowing when people greet (Ibid.). 

The most sophisticated service of this business model today is to offer a special 

program/course to local universities to train local students to make them conducive 

to a Japanese work environment and to enclose them. In Vietnam, for instance, a large 

Japanese THA set up a course at a top local engineering university that teaches auto 

engineering, CAD techniques, and Japanese language and business manner/customs 

with a Japanese manufacturer. From this program, the manufacturer hires the top half 

of the graduates at the local plant and the THA hires the rest to introduce them to other 

Japanese manufacturers (Pasona Hanoi)18. At the time of the interview, it was right 

before the end of the six-month program for the first cohort of students and the THA was 

already willing to expand its business in the future. If graduates want to come to Japan to 

work, the THA would give advice to students about potential careers in Japan (VIETJO 

July 8, 2016). The THA has a plan to establish a similar program in Thailand on a smaller 

scale with a Japanese trading company (Interview No. 12). These programs intend to 

“create” nihon-go jinzai in order to supply them constantly, leaving behind the business 

model that merely relies on a spot-based matching business model.

Japanese government funds facilitate this type of business (Interview No. 9). For 

instance, in 2014, under the banner of “technical assistance,”19 the Ministry of Economy, 

Trade and Industry (METI) set up three programs to support “the market development 
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by Japanese firms in the developing countries through technical assistance:” The 

Support Program of the Training of Industrial Workforce at Overseas Locations, The 

Support Program to Export Infrastructure Systems, and The International Internship 

Program to Train Industry-Ready Workers20 (METI 2014). The Support Program of 

the Training of Industrial Workforce at Overseas Locations includes human resource 

development programs in the three fields of “local staff training [in] developing 

countries,” “support[ing] personnel to export low carbon emission engineering,” and 

“local staff training for medium and small firms that open branches [in] developing 

countries”21. The first and the third course are offered by the THAs.

The state’s involvement in the process of commodification and of the disposition-

making requires a different angle of scrutiny as this effort crosses borders. It is at least 

unique to see the state’s involvement in a process that happens in other state’s social 

territory and that targets the citizens of the other state for the benefit of Japanese 

companies that operate in other countries. It is potentially a new field of cultural 

contestation/conflict since this is as though Japan is socializing its own industrial 

citizenship based on the huge economic and political power imbalance between it and 

developing countries22. 

4.　Conclusion

The formation of a labor market is to bring the sellers and buyers of labor power to 

the same social spaces in which competitive offers can be made. However, to do so, 

interested actors need to be shaped and to be able to perform and create their roles. Born 

as agencies of free mobility, THAs need to solve the problems of uncertainties and risks 

that labor market participants face, namely the commodification and transformational 

problems that can be broken down into the three fundamental problems of markets in 

general: valuation, competition regulation, and cooperation. The analyses of the activities 

of Japan-based THAs gave us evidence of how they build their identities as actors in the 

transnational labor market and how they build their capacity to perform as agents of free 

mobility, which concomitantly constructs the transnational labor market. As they created 

their basic capability as the second personnel department for Japanese companies, it was 
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a natural development for J-THAs to seek business opportunities that accompany the 

trend of the FDI by Japanese companies. In this paper, we tried to evaluate the activities 

and eventually the capacities of J-THAs as builders of a transnational labor market in 

several points that are informed by the theory of the transnational labor market. This 

analysis was divided into three aspects of capacity building: interaction with regulations, 

labor market targeting and information handling, and education and training. 

First, it has analyzed how THAs interact with various regulations in various locations. 

This concerns their efforts to establish roles in local settings that are eventually 

associated with their identity formation in the market. Three identifiable sets of 

regulations that have important influences on the activities of THAs are investment 

regulations, commercial regulations, and labor/employment regulations. The THAs 

strongly preferred to be independent enterprises rather than joint ventures. Since 

triangular employment/work relations are prohibited in most Asian countries, they focus 

on job placement in various settings instead. Dealing with these regulations gave the 

THAs capacity to “read” the local conventions and the consultation service became a 

major source of revenue. 

Second, J-THAs have specific strategies in targeting. Making specific targets in the 

markets involves the capacity building of assessment/measurements of commodities, 

which often takes the forms of matching and screening workers in this business. They 

concentrate on the niche of the white-collar workforce who are competent in their grasp 

of Japanese language and culture that is called nihon-go jinzai. Since what they want 

to do is increase the exchange opportunities within this niche, they try to accumulate 

information on job seekers and job openings using databases and other forms. It became 

clear from the interview series that they do not rely on the database that much because 

the number of “current” job seekers in the niche is not necessarily large. This reveals 

the vulnerability of this business. Just chasing spot-based exchanges can be described as 

a hand-to-mouth operation.

Therefore, J-THAs currently invest much energy in developing seminars and 

education and training programs, especially at local educational institutions. Given the 

promising commodity that nihon-go jinzai is, the objectives of these programs are to 

teach Japanese language and business customs to students, often targeted specifically at 
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engineering students. These programs solve the problems of commodification and play 

a role in transformation as they help workers to develop specific skills and dispositions. 

Another important point of this effort is that they organize these programs with Japanese 

firms that plan on expanding their businesses in the region. For THAs, this effort is done, 

on the one hand, to create a saleable workforce stock but also to receive reservations 

to buy the products on the other. As a result, it improves the long-term expectations of 

both buyers and sellers. For THAs, it calms down the spot-based competition model to a 

somewhat long-term coordination. In this way, the needs of the three actors are fulfilled 

and the practices that shape labor markets are becoming institutionalized.

Building up its capacities, Japan-based THAs behave as the vanguards of the 

transnational labor market formation by helping Japanese companies go abroad, 

although their efforts seem to diffuse the specific socio-cultural practices (sometimes 

backed up by the massive power imbalances between Japan and the developing country). 

As Japanese companies do not have enough knowledge about local labor markets, 

they need someone who is able to navigate them. When they do not know whom 

to hire, THAs present a pool of workers who are competent in working at Japanese 

workplaces. THAs try to integrate competent workers into databases and their seminar 

programs. As their intention of “enclosure” deepens and as the regulation of competition 

becomes stronger, it becomes a question of whether the coordination is really that of 

a market? The establishment of free contracting that emerges out of the emancipation 

of individuals from traditional authority relations is for workers to have the choice of 

employment. Education and training activities, carried out by Japanese THAs and funded 

partially by the Japanese government, were certainly, in part, a process in the making of 

a labor commodity paradigm. However, the ways in which they intervene in the process 

and have undergone a huge imbalance of power between two countries, requires further 

scrutiny if the process really assures choice (competition of offers) for workers or if it is 

simply a process of enclosure that does not really give any freedom of contract although 

workers may be happy about their situation. 

The analyses prove that a transnational labor market in Asia is slowly emerging. The 

actors are gaining roles and THAs are inventing solutions to the problems of market 

formation. However, as the case of the training programs shows, part of the development 
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may hurt the necessary conditions for the institutional practices that are needed for it to 

be called a market. A market is a fragile institution that assumes and needs to support 

the equality of power between buyer and seller to assure free choice on both sides. Thus, 

further research that is sensitive to the power balance is necessary to evaluate if current 

development really contributes to market formation. 

 

1　 This research is funded by the projects “Cross-Border Temporary Staffing: Market-

Making and Transnational Regulation in Inter-Regional Comparison” (DFG–German 

Research Foundation) and “The Making of Cross-Border Labor Markets – The 

Economic Sociological Study about Temporary Staffing Agencies in Asia” (JSPS–

Japan Society for the Promotion of Science: Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research 

(KAKENHI C: 19K02111)).
2　 It is not just workers’ mobilities that defines a cross-border labor market. It is just an 

important part of the transnational labor market. A transnational labor market should 

be defined as a social institution that supports the cross-border mobilities of workers 

(Quack 2009). In this definition, the actors involved in institution building are not just 

workers but are also various business entities that intend to cross borders to mobilize 

their workforce for production and services.
3　 It has been discussed that the mobilities have been shaped through the accumulation 

of the MOUs in Asia assumed by two countries, unlike the EU where EU regulations 

are applied to all member states (Yamada 2014: 5).
4　 Rare exceptions are the works of Tanno (Tan-no). He analyzes how Brazilian 

immigrants to Japan find jobs (in Japan) by focusing on the layers of network workers 

that are embedded, such as the foremen’s network between medium and small-size 

firms and ethnic networks among Brazilian workers and also on the roles of business 

subcontractors in coordinating employment for immigrant workers (ukeoi firms) 

(1998, 1999). However, these works equalize labor markets to network coordination 

(by actors who are not workers) and do not have a conceptual framework of what a 

labor market is. 
5　 Mobility studies have witnessed blatant solutions to the transformation problem in 
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the context of the cross-border situation. Shire introduces the uses of pressures on 

migrants’ families and communities and of debt financing of migration costs. Placing 

them in dormitories is a useful way of controlling the migrants’ daily schedules and 

their reproduction as a labor power by limiting their mobility (at the destination 

country) (Shire ibid.: 22-23). 
6　 Peck et.al. (2005) points out that “the staffing industry’s corporate clients are using 

agencies to navigate uncertain labour markets, to act as an interface between the 

client company and the local labour supply” (Peck, Theodore and Ward 2005: 12).
7　 Once they exist, they behave as an agent to liberalize and deregulate labor market 

and employment regulations. Peck et.al. (2005) points out that the industry 

“increasingly portrays itself as an agent of responsible labour market deregulation” 

(Peck et.al. 2005: 8).
8　 In terms of the regulations that have impacts on the mobilities of workers, some other 

regulations such as the regulations on work visa are also important (Liu-Farrer and 

Yeoh 2018). 
10　 The information is collected from the homepages of five major agencies. The 

locations of the branches are indicated by either country or city. 
11　 Asia NIES countries include Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore. 

ASEAN 4 includes Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines. 
12　 There was a big decline of FDI to Asian NIES in 2016. JETRO indicated that this 

is due to the capital transfer by the Softbank group. The JETRO Report says that 

Softbank pulled out money from their Singapore subsidiary in August and in 

September, they invested 3.3 trillion Yen to a British microprocessor/software firm, 

ARM (JETRO 2017; 34). 
13　 Peck et. al. (2005) also points out that the “truth is that in central and South America 

wages are ‘too low’, labour markets too flexible and macroeconomic environments 

too uncertain for the staffing industry to take a serious interest” (p. 22). 
14　 The THAs themselves need to be internationalized. For instance, one major THA 

hired a person who is currently responsible for the entire international operation of 

the company in the US.
15　 One of our interviewees introduced the example of the difference between Beijing 
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and Shanghai in China. Shanghai administrators often show off their relative 

independence by interpreting a law differently from the instruction by Beijing.
16　 The main information that web-visitors can see on this page is the list of recent job 

openings. The listed jobs show a variety, including that of a production engineer, 

distribution manager, sales manager, legal expert, sales, and technical assistant. 

But the common eligibility among them is Japanese language. The column on the 

right indicates the required level of language competency. In this figure, all but one 

requires “business” level competency and one only requires “daily conversation” 

level. 
17　 One informant said that it was once a very profitable business. Since Chinese 

factories wanted to have the knowledge from Japanese workers, THAs handled more 

than 60 Japanese workers from Japan to China (JAC shanghai, Pasona). 
18　The number of the first cohort numbered to about fifty. 
19　 The METI sees “technical assistance” as a strategic policy deeply associated 

with the Official Development Assistance (ODA). On their homepage, “technical 

assistance” is explained as “through technical assistance, METI will construct 

‘win-win’ relationship with developing countries by solving their problems as well 

as facilitating oversea expansion of Japanese firms and the export of infrastructure 

systems” (METI HP).
20　 It was listed as one of the high-priority programs in 2018 by METI. The budget 

increased from 4.2 billion in 2017 to 4.6 billion under the name of The Program to 

Expand Markets in Developing Countries via Technical Assistance. The budget 

includes the cost for lobbying to government personnel and the support to the 

education and training of foreign workers. The Support Program of the Training of 

Industrial Workforce at Overseas Locations is listed as one of the pillar programs 

(METI 2017). 
21　 These government programs are assumed by The Association for Overseas 

Technical Cooperation and the Sustainable Partnerships (AOTS) established in 1959. 

AOTS changed its name in 2017 from The Overseas Human Resources and Industry 

Development Association (HIDA).
22　 Another potential issue concerning this service is whether this is a “market” for both 
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sides of the transaction, although this provides security for both. For instance, for 

workers, the choice of a future employer is already pre-selected by the THA and not 

the matter of their choice (although getting into the program is their choice). In this 

sense, the competitive environment that is necessary for market transaction is not 

there. It may be necessary to call this something other than a “market.”
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