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Abstract

Unemployment rates in Japan changed dramatically in the period 1991–2003, culminating in a rate of total unemployment of 5.4 percent in 2002, a rate unprecedented since the post World War II recovery period of the late 1940s. In the interim, like other economies, Japan has experienced the vicissitudes of the business cycle. However, in marked contrast to the economies of the United Kingdom and the United States of America for example, recessions in Japan have been growth recessions, manifest more in reductions in the rate of growth of GDP than in increases in the rate of unemployment. Indeed, the influential OECD Jobs Study of 1994 was positive in its commendation of Japanese employment growth, noting the manner in which the well developed internal labour market of major companies facilitated the successful implementation of corporate strategies which sought to shift production to higher value-added products.  Before the end of the decade, however, the OECD was to become more critical of this central labour market institution, arguing that it both compounded the macro-economic problem of declining aggregate demand during the latter part of the 1990s and hindered the establishment of a more flexible labour market, which was seen as an important policy panacea. 

Yet within the contexts of increasing aggregate unemployment and a labour market dominated by the corporate internal labour markets of Japan’s mature corporations, the first part of the paper examines employment change during the period 1991 -2003, making use of aggregate data on industries and establishments which have their origin in the ‘Survey on Employment Trends’. The particular focus is the engagement and separation processes. Three issues are examined, each of central importance to ongoing debates within the literature: first, the extent of ‘transfer’, a unique feature of the Japanese employment system; second, the extent to which increasing use has been made of contingent labour, as proxied by female and part time employees; and third, the extent to which larger establishments have externalized their problem of adjustment, by requiring smaller establishments to change the number of their engagements and separations instead. This national perspective of unemployment masks regional differences. The phenomenon of uneven spatial development is often articulated in terms of a ‘core-periphery’ model, with Japan frequently cited as an example of such. Japan’s experience of uneven development is characterized in terms of different economic performances on the part of the country’s traditional core and peripheral regions. The objective of the paper is to examine the relative performance of these traditional core and periphery regions during the period 1983-2003. The investigation proceeds by examining statistical measures of disparity, dispersion and persistence, first for regional unemployment rates, then for regional participation rates. The investigation makes use of a date set extracted from the Annual Report of the Labour Force Survey.
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