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1. INTRODUCTION

Helsingin Sanomat (HS), the main newspaper in Finland published an article named “historical lack

of babies” in 15.7.2019. The article, which gained attention in other medias as well, discussed the 

collapse of the fertility rate in Finland (HS, 2019). Though the fertility rate has seen a general 

decline in the OECD countries, reaching below the level required for population replacement 

(OECD, 2019B), the fertility rate in Finland has declined much faster than what was anticipated 

(HS, 2019). According to Statistics Finland, the fertility in Finland has declined from 1.87 in 2010 

to 1.49 in 2018, eventually leading to the total population decline in 2035 when the immigration can

not keep up with an approximation for the decline in the native population (Statistics Finland, 

2019).

The demographic transition resulting from the changing fertility rate poses a challenge to a 

country's economic health through increased dependency ratios, growing social and health care 

costs, and challenges to pension and retirement systems (Bloom et al., 2015). Though Finland still 

has time to plan their policy response to the demographic transition, there are countries that have 

already progressed much further along this transition. Japan has already entered into a unique 

position in the demographic transition, where the population is already decreasing, and the decrease 

is expected to become even more considerable in the following decades. Even in a country like 

Japan, which has maintained a seclusive policy towards immigrants for centuries, the realization of 

the demographic transition has brought the idea of revising the restrictive immigration policy to the 

forefront of discussion.

This study focuses on this measure of increasing the number of foreign workers to accommodate 

labor deficits and dependency ratio in order to mitigate the problematic demographic transition. The

scrutiny of the study narrows down to Japan's immigration policy, focusing on current policies that 

attempt to increase the international labor mobility into Japan. Though the immigration policy in 

Japan has received considerable attention from the academic scholars, the current literature lacks an

exploratory review to the very recent changes to the immigration policy.

The discussion offered in the study does, of course, not exhaustively cover all perspectives 

regarding the topic, instead suggesting directions for further research toward the topic. The study 

tries to analyze the questions of how the Japanese government's current immigration policy 

framework addresses the problems related to increasing international labor mobility in Japan, and 
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how the current immigration policy framework and the implemented policies work to increase 

international labor mobility in Japan.

Aligning with the exploratory nature of the study, the discussion follows a case study model with an

applied logic model used for analyzing the results. Through exploring the case, the study endeavors 

to increase the knowledge about immigration policy planning and implementation in Japan in the 

current environment. The hypothetical inquiries arising from the examination of the results aim to 

act as a groundwork for the further examinations of the topic.

This study explores the institution of the Japanese government, more precisely, the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and the bureaucratic machinations related to it that initiate and implement the 

immigration policy in Japan. Although the study takes account notions from a longer period of time,

this study’s actual scrutiny of the immigration policy considers a time-frame of less than five years, 

from 2015 to the second quarter of fiscal year 2019.

The results of the study shows that in the current immigration policy framework, some of the 

problems for the international labor mobility in Japan receive more attention, while some of the 

problems receive remarkabley little attention. The study also shows how the government prefers 

time-limited and selective measures to increase foreign labor instead of a more major opening of the

labor market for foreigners. In addition, the key findings express the lack of multicultural 

coexistence framework in Japan, and the preference of highly skilled foreign professionals, and 

foreigners with Japanese heritage or language skills.

The study begins with an actual introductory body, section 2, which considers the environment 

where the immigration policy is revised. This section clarifies definitive matters, explores the 

demographic change in Japan, measures the current immigration situation, and scrutinizes the 

internal and external problems for increasing international labor mobility in Japan. Section 3 

discusses an analytical framework for the study, creating boundaries to the offered discussion and 

compiling important notions for constructing a case. Section 4 focuses on the methodological issues

of this study, including a discussion of the case study approach, notions about the used data, logic 

model used in the case, and the potential limitations of the study. Section 5 concentrates on 

analyzing the data with the help of a logic model, using the exploratory approach in finding the 

relevant issues from the data. Section 6 discusses the results of the analysis, but also of the study in 

its entirety. To plant the seed for further discussion, the Section 6 also offers a tentative policy 
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remedy that could hypotethically lead to a further increase of international labor mobility in Japan. 

Section 7 concludes the study.

Though the case and the context of demographic transition and the change of immigration policy in 

Japan is a unique phenomenon at the time of this study, this does not indicate that it will remain this

way in the future. With a large number of countries facing similar demographic transitions in the 

future, the governements will surely struggle with questions similar to what the Japanese 

government is contending with at the time of this study. Even if the case of Japan is not directly 

comparable to other cases in the future, the choices made by the Japanese government and the 

subsequent impacts can offer valuble information for future policymakers in various countries 

facing similar problems.
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2. DIAGNOSING THE PROBLEM

Before constructing a case upon the current immigration policy framework, there is a need to 

overview crucial elements of the larger problem. This section attempts to provide a look into the 

current situation in Japan and examine the environment where the decisions are made. The purpose 

of the section does not aim to include everything, but extensive enough to offer a summary of the 

larger picture situated in the background of the policy-making processes.

Section two is divided into five subsections, where the last three subsections are further divided into

subsections. Section 2.1 clarifies definitive concerns in the study by focusing on the interpretive 

terminology. Section 2.2 offers a background for the whole study and attempts to insure 

significance of the later discussion for the current situation in Japan. Section 2.3 examines the 

nature, reality, and the statistics for immigration into Japan. After reporting upon background 

information for the study, section 2.4 focuses on problems related to labor mobility increasing 

policies already implemented or under implementation. Section 2.5 continues with external notions 

that affect the current immigration policy framework in Japan.

Sections 2.4 and 2.5, also partly section 2.3, offer an examination into academic literature focusing 

on immigration and immigration policy in Japan. In acting as a review of the academic literature, 

the discussion offered by the academics in the sections will also act as a primary tool for 

constructing a case about the current policy framework, this will explore if the policy framework 

addresses the internal and external problems related to labor mobility increasing policies and how it 

manages addressing these problems. Due to limited time and resources, the sources have been 

chosen by their relevancy to the topics at hand and availability, leading to the possibility that some 

valuable contributions are left out of the examination. As stated in the previous section, the object of

this research is not in trying to examine all the possible factors affecting the international labor 

mobility in Japan, but to see if the current policy framework seems to have any discernible 

influence upon the mobility.

2.1 Definitions

According to Cambridge business English dictionary, labor mobility refers to “the degree to which 

people are able and willing to move from one job to another or from one area to another in order to 

work” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). This definition includes both the occupational labor mobility 
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and the geographical labor mobility. Law dictionary defines Geographical labor mobility as the 

following; “Worker ability to find employment by moving as necessary. Government policies and 

common standards of living tied to available transportation options enhance mobility” (Law 

Dictionary, 2019). In this study, the definition of labor mobility excludes the geographical labor 

mobility happening within Japan, and the mobility of Japanese nationals. What is left for the 

definition is the international foreign labor mobility to Japan, while also excluding the emigration of

foreign workforce. For the convenience, whenever labor mobility is mentioned in the research, it is 

defined as work motivated immigration of foreign nationals to Japan.

The second definition holds importance for the research as the labor mobility. Business Dictionary 

defines policy framework as a “Set of principles and long-term goals that form the basis of making 

rules and guidelines, and to give overall direction to planning and development of the organization” 

(Business Dictionary, 2019). In this study, the examined organization is Japan's Ministry of Justice 

(hereinafter abbreviated as MOJ), and the scrutinized current policy framework is the Basic Plan for

Immigration Control from 2015 (MOJ, 2015). The study also examines earlier Basic Plans for 

Immigration Control and other labor mobility increasing acts, but only the 2015 plan is referred to 

as the current policy framework.

Section 2.5 examines the internal and external notions that affect the labor mobility. The notions, 

also referred to as problems, inhibit the successful policy implementation. The internal notions in 

this study are problems related to the earlier implementation of labor mobility increasing policies 

and programs related to the policies. For example, the technical intern training program is one of the

incentives for increasing the labor mobility, the program having been part of the immigration policy

framework already for over twenty years. The literature review surveys the various problems related

to these programs to have an overview on the internal factors that have inhibited policy 

implementation. The external notions, on the other hand, are the factors outside of the previous 

policy programs that inhibit the successful implementation of policies. For example, a divided 

public opinion towards increasing foreign immigration to Japan would be considered one of the 

external inhibitors.

2.2 Demographic Change and Emerging Labor Deficit

The labor shortage and the gradually increasing dependency ratios caused by the demographic 

change have become issues Japanese government must solve to maintain economic prosperity in the
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future as well. To the difficulty of this, the problems are multifaceted, multidimensional and 

penetrate deep into the Japanese society. This section tries to diagnose the problem by utilizing data 

from the United Nations World Population Prospects report and the statistics from the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development, with several other academics cited in the discussion.

In spite of the global population growing from the current 7.7 billion to approximately 9.8 billion in

2050, the population of some developed countries is expected to decline, most drastically in 

Germany and Japan (UN, 2017A). Though many countries of the world economy expect a 

demographic change, demographic shifts are expected to be the most dramatic in Japan (McKibbin, 

2004: 5). According to OECD, the current population of Japan, approximately 125 million, is 

expected to decline to 97 million by 2050 (OECD, 2016). The many factors contributing to the 

problem include the low fertility rate, high life expectancy, and the lack of immigration.

Figure 2.1 Total fertility rate projection, Japan (UN, 2017B)



12

Figure 2.1 shows the historical progression of the fertility rate with a projection of the possible 

trajectories from 2017. The horizontal green dotted line lingering at 2.1 shows the replacement level

fertility, where the total population would remain unchanged in the absence of changes in the 

mortality rate, and the red line shows the median of the projections. The figure shows that a 

substantial, and a highly unlikely increase in the fertility rate (0.5 points, represented in the figure 

with the blue dotted line) that the country would require to retain the replacement level fertility.

In spite of having an average fertility rate at 2.96 from 1950-1955, it had fallen to 2.13 after 20 

years. With a constant gradual decline, the average fertility rate reached an all-time low from 2000-

2010, with a woman bearing approximately only 1.3 children. The fertility rate currently sits at 

approximately 1.48 in the period of 2015-2020, and the calculations of Japan's total population 

decrease are based on this small but continuous increase in the fertility rate. Any further significant 

decrease in the fertility rate could accelerate the anticipated demographic change. (UN, 2017A).The

total number of births in Japan in 2018 reached 921,000, a record low since the data of births 

became available, which holds importance as a point of consideration towards anticipating changes 

in the fertility rate (Asahi Shimbun, 2018).

Though people usually attribute high life expectancy in Japan to an advanced health sector, 

universal health insurance, and the lack of major socioeconomic disparities (Ikeda et al., 2011), 

naming definite reasons for a detrimentally declined fertility rate presents much more of a 

challenge. Ölschleger (2008) suggests several societal factors affecting the fertility rate: later time 

of first marriages, liberalization of abortion, the increased participation of women in the labor force,

and post-industrialized society’s preference of fewer children (Ölschleger, 2008). Also, Atoh (2001) 

recognizes the reflection of societal factors in the low fertility rate; the rise of individualism, change

of values related to women's status and roles, and the rapid increase in nuclear households in the 

post-war period have all affected the change in the fertility rate (Atoh, 2001: 17-19). Both Boling 

(2008) and Rosenbluth (2007) suggests that the low fertility rate reflects the difficulty of Japanese 

women in pursuing their careers and having children simultaneously. The hypothesis of the labor 

market inflexibility for mothers is interesting, but only represents one of the several possible factors

affecting the ratio. For example, even in countries, like Finland, with generous family policy 

programs that increase fertility rate (Rønsen, 2004), the fertility rate is not significantly higher.
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Figure 2.2 Total population projection, Japan (UN, 2017B)

Figure 2.2 shows the prediction of the total population in Japan. The red line in the middle shows 

the median, and the thin gray lines around it are sample trajectories of the population. The blue 

dotted lines show the projection for the cases if the fertility rate would change by 0.5. The figure 

underlines the fact that even if the fertility rate increases significantly in the following years, the 

expected demographic change would still be drastic for Japan in the following decades.

Combined with a low fertility rate and an increased life expectancy in Japan, also occurring in 

countries such as Belgium, Germany, Italy, Poland and Russia, there is a lack of working age 

persons to support the elderly and the young, as well as people who are unable to work because of 

disabilities (Lunenfeld, 2008). This worsens the dependency ratio, the percentage of the dependent 

people divided by the number of economically active people of working age. The dependency ratio1

was 64 in 2015, and with gradual increase, it is expected to reach 95.8 in 2050 (UN, 2017A). With 

1 (Total) Dependency ratio = (number of people aged 0-14 + 65 and over) / number of people aged 15-64 x 100
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increased costs into social and health services, attributable to an aging population, the fast 

demographic change will pose a challenge to the continued economic prosperity of a country by 

increasing the economic burden on the labor force. As the Japanese social security system relies on 

a pay-as-you-go style, the increased tax burden for the working population will increase in turn 

(Ducanes & Abella, 2008: 3). There already exists a shortage of low to medium skilled labor, 

especially in the field of care-taking (Mackie, 2010 & Kamata, 2008). Following the current trend 

of demographic change, analysts expect that Japan will face a labor shortage of 6.44 million 

workers in 2030 (Nikkei Asian Review, 2018).

The Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training (hereinafter abbreviated as JILPT) examines the 

labor shortage issue in a research paper from 2016, “Labor Situation in Japan and Its Analysis: 

General Overview 2015/2016”. The paper lists construction, transport, postal activities, medical, 

health care, and welfare as fields with already insufficient human resources. The report shows that 

the efforts in the policy are focused on cutting overtime work to improve the quality of work, 

promoting increased participation of women and elderly to work, and reforming education system 

to answer the demands of the information era, while not directly criticizing the governments' 

integrated economic policy, usually referred to as Abenomics (JILPT, 2016: 15). Even if the 

problems associated with the demographic change are recognized, only the policy of promoting the 

participation of women and elderly to work directly addressed the labor shortage issue. Though the 

strategy also includes introducing foreign labor to the labor deficient sectors, the report does not 

recognize this as a main solution for the problem. There exists a certain incomprehensibility when 

trying to envision that women and elderly could answer to the demand of labor deficient sectors that

require intensive physical and manual labor.

The OECD study from 2017 overviews the revitalization strategy of the Japanese government and 

discusses the importance of foreign labor for addressing the decline in the total labor force in Japan.

The new “green card” for highly skilled foreign professionals reduces the period of stay required to 

apply for a permanent residency in Japan. (OECD, 2017:24) As the labor deficient sectors seems to 

be less skill intensive ones, at least according to JILPT (2016), it is likely that the focus on highly 

skilled foreign labor evades the main problem as a remedy.
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2.3 Immigration into Japan

This section examines the flow of immigration into Japan, specifically to nature and the historical 

notions related to the immigration. The first half of the section focuses on the low immigration rate, 

proceeded by sections 2.3.1, overviewing the current immigration and residency procedures for 

foreigners, and 2.3.2, explaining details of the statistics used in this study.

When examining the case of the EU, the role of migration is considerable for mitigating the effects 

of demographic change in the future. In a study of the European Policy Centre (EPC) in 2011, 

Guerzoni and Zuleeg anticipated the working age population of the EU to fall to 385 million in 

2050 when excluding migrants from the total labor force. Including migrants, the total labor force is

expected to be at 443 million. (Guerzoni & Zuleeg, 2011: 24).

In Japan, migration and its significance to address labor shortages resulting from the demographic 

change has remained negligible. The percentage of international migrants of the total population 

was 1.3 in 2000 and increased to 1.8 in 2017. Compared to other countries that are undergoing 

demographic changes (Belgium: 8.7 to 11.1, Germany: 11.0 to 14.8, Italy: 3.7 to 10.0), the small 

increase of migrant population in Japan is insignificant when considering the labor force demand. 

(DESA2, 2017). The net migration rate3 has remained at a steady average of 0.4 (per 1000 

population) (UN, 2017), underlining the persistent problem with the country's immigration policies.

2 DESA = Department of Economic and Social Affairs
3 Net migration rate = 1000 x (immigrants – emigrants) / estimated mid-year population
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Figure 2.3 Total registered foreigners in Japan (MOJ, 2019A; UN, 2019)

Figure 2.3 illustrates the demographics of the registered foreign population in Japan. The turquoise 

line shows the total registered foreign population in millions, and the red line shows it as a 

percentage of the total population in Japan. The population shows a steady increase with a slight 

decrease in the aftermath of the global financial crisis in 2008. The foreign population has increased

by approximately 36% from 2000 to 2018, which represents a considerable amount in a relatively 

short period of time. Though the increase displays something considerable, the migrant population 

as a percentage of the total population remains way below the OECD average of 13% (OECD, 

2018).

Several different, in some cases mutually reinforcing, reasons exist for the low migration rate to 

Japan. There is the obvious historical fact that Japan is an island country secluded from the 

influence of foreign powers. When the European countries had already become interconnected in 

many ways by the late 17th century, Japan had maintained a policy of tight seclusion from the outer 

world. Only a few ports were left open for foreign trade and influence (Kazui & Videen, 1982). 
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After this period of seclusion, known as Sakoku, a large flow of emigration and immigration 

occurred, Japan also colonized Taiwan in 1985 and Korea in 1910 during this time (Kondo, 2015: 

156).

A gradual economic and cultural opening since the Second World War has occurred, yet the society 

has remained homogeneous with public officials perpetuating the view of Japanese homogeneity 

(Chung, 2010: 58; Yamanaka, 1993). The government has displayed a trend to maintain 

exclusionary policies towards foreigners, solidifying the problems of immigrant integration, 

immigration control, and discriminatory practices (Chung, 2010: 43-57).

Kondo (2015) separates the after war progression of immigration policy into three spans of time: 

strict immigration during the rapid economic growth from 1952-1981, strict immigration while 

foreign citizens' rights are improved from 1982-1990, and relatively strict immigration with 

loopholes for unskilled workers from 1990 continuing to the present day. During the first postwar 

period, Japanese government removed the Japanese nationality from Koreans and Taiwanese, and 

the government forced them to either leave the country or to be assimilated through naturalization. 

During the second period, Japan accepted refugees for the first time and improved the legal status of

foreign residents in Japan. In the third period, which Kondo views as continuing to the present, the 

government made it easier for people of Japanese descent, otherwise known as Nikkeijin, to enter 

Japan's labor market. This period also saw the introduction of technical intern training programs, 

where foreign students would receive working permits by studying in Japan for a predetermined 

period of time. (Kondo, 2015: 156-159).

One of the key justifications for the after-war restrictive immigration policy lies in public security 

(Komai, 2000). Rochel (2018) examines the security issue from several perspectives of a protection 

of welfare mechanisms, cultural stability, and protection of social trust. Through examining 

different justifications of restrictive policies, Rochel identifies an inconsistency between the 

concrete policy choices and the ethical values chosen by Japan. (Rochel, 2018). As the problem is 

highly politicized, it is important to recognize the political discourse of the topic and the way the 

policy frameworks reflect the ongoing political debates.

Kondo (2015) also recognizes the security debate that affects the immigration policy. The regional 

security concerns, the island dominium issues, and the ongoing ethnic discrimination continues to 

complicate the implementation of immigration and migrant integration policies (Kondo, 2015: 165).
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In spite of the 5 year length of stay required for adult naturalization in Japan being less than the 

average in the OECD countries, the naturalization rate, 0.4 in 2011, remains lowest in the OECD 

countries (Saurer, 2017). As a side note, Japan does not allow dual nationality (MOJ, 2019B).

2.3.1 Current immigration and residence procedures

This section overviews the immigration procedures for foreigners with the intention to stay in Japan

for a longer period of time than three months. This excludes “temporary” foreign visitors (category 

A) with a short term visa for the purposes of tourism, attending business meetings, and visiting 

relatives, the visa does not allow the visitor to undertake in remunerative activities. The main 

sources of the information used in this section come from the Immigration Bureau of Japan (IBJ, 

2019), Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA, 2019A) and Japanese Ministry of Justice 

(MOJ, 2018).

The immigration divides the remaining newly entering foreign nationals into four categories 

according to their purpose of stay in Japan: foreign nationals entering Japan for the purpose of 

employment in professional or technical fields (category B), technical intern training (category C), 

students (category D), and foreign nationals entering Japan with a status of residence for residential 

activities based on personal status or position (category E). Category B is further divided into the 

three subcategories of engineers / specialists in humanities and international services and intra-

company transferees, entertainers, and skilled labor. (MOJ, 2018: 8-13). The Ministry of Justice 

uses the aforementioned categorization for overseeing immigration and planning immigration 

policies.

There are currently 29 visa categories, 2 of which have become available since the first of April, 

2019. Unlike the “purpose of stay” categorization used by the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of 

Foreign affairs divided the visas into the seven groups of highly skilled professional visa, working 

visa, specified visa, start-up visa, diplomatic visa, and official visa (MOFA, 2019A).

To get any working visa for Japan, a person needs a Certificate of Eligibility (COE), a certificate 

issued by the Ministry of Justice that states the intended activities of the person after arriving in 

Japan. The application is submitted by the employer in Japan, who will forward it to the Ministry of

Justice after filling in the required information. The employer and authorities will then forward back

the accepted certificate to the applicant, who will then use it to obtain a correct working visa in a 
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consulate. (IBJ, 2019). Therefore, the applicant must already have a position in a company before 

even applying for a working visa. As the fact of applying for a COE does not give an applicant a 

right to stay in Japan after the temporary visa has expired, there often exists a need for the applicant 

to leave and re-enter Japan only after receiving the results of the application, which can take 1-2 

months, and obtaining the visa (June Advisors Group, 2019A). This increases the overall costs of 

receiving employment in Japan for the applicants, likely in turn reducing the attractiveness of 

finding employment in Japan for people coming from less affluent regions.

There are some interesting exceptions some of the visa categories. For example, intra-company 

transferees can expedite the issue of acquiring a working visa even without the COE if they work 

for stock-exchange listed company in Japan or a trusted and internationally well-known company. 

Also, entertainers and sportspersons who are internationally well known can obtain a working visa 

without the COE (MOFA, 2019A).

The immigration procedures for technical intern trainees differ significantly from the the other 

working visas. Instead of an applicant searching for a job in Japan, the company that enlists the 

applicant before immigration will contact an individual enterprise or a supervising organization in 

Japan. If the deal is struck, the dispatching companies will send their worker to the implementing 

organization in Japan. The worker will receive education and practical training in Japan for a year, 

and after that can apply for an extension of the program or return back to their home country and 

the dispatching company. If the trainee passes examinations, Japanese language examination 

included, the training can be extended for an extra two years. After the total of three years, the 

worker is expected to return to his or her home country for a minimum period of one month before 

applying for a third extension of two years for the training program. After the maximum period of 

five years, the worker is expected to return to their home country or apply for a working visa. There

exist licenses for supervising organizations in Japan, and strict quotas determine how many 

technical intern trainees one company can employ. A list shows the limited occupations eligible for 

the technical intern training. (JITCO4, 2019A). The technical intern training program represents the 

closest equivalent of a guest working program, such as the temporary worker scheme in the US 

(U.S. Department of State, 2019).

One of the two new visa categories exists under the group of working visas, referred to as “specified

skilled worker”. With this new visa category, the Japanese government attempts to introduce foreign

4 JITCO = Japan International Training Cooperation Organization
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labor to the fields experiencing labor deficits, specifically nursing care, building cleaning, material 

processing industry, industrial machinery manufacturing industry, electric and electronic 

information related industry, construction, shipbuilding and ship related industry, automobile 

maintenance, aviation, lodging, agriculture, fisheries, food and beverages manufacturing industry, 

and food service industry. The applicants are required to have adequate knowledge or experience 

required to perform tasks within these designated fields. The skills of the general applicants are 

screened through pre-entrance examination through language and skill tests, while the technical 

intern trainees who have completed the second stage of their training can receive the visa without 

the exams. There are two different visas in the new category, with the second one requiring more 

experience and knowledge, and is restricted to construction and shipbuilding. Both visas require an 

examination of skills, but the second visa type is exempted of language examination. The second 

visa allows the foreigner to bring his or her spouse and children under certain conditions. The 

period of stay for the first visa is restricted to five years, while the second visa does not have a 

restriction and can be renewed, with an application, indefinitely before the visa expires (MOJ, 

2019C).

Denoting the preference of highly skilled foreign labor, Japan has two separate visa categories, 

“highly skilled professional” and “highly skilled foreign professional”, for persons with outstanding

abilities and credentials. After the implementation of the system in 2012, highly skilled foreign 

professionals have been divided in three categories according to their activities among advanced 

academic research activities, advanced specialized/technical activities, and advanced business 

management activities. The point based system evaluates the candidates according to the 

characteristic features of the applicants, including academic background, professional career, annual

salary, etc., and by receiving 70 points of the total that is not revealed, the candidate receives the 

status of a highly skilled professional and can apply for the according visa. The preferential 

treatment for these visa holders includes permission for multiple activities, automatic 5 years period

of stay, easier requirement for acquiring permanent residency, preferential immigration and 

emigration procedures, permission for the spouse to work in Japan, and permission to bring parents 

and domestic workers to Japan under certain conditions. Under the second new visa category, the 

highly skilled foreign professional can be granted an indefinite period of stay and a permission to 

engage in almost all activities of statuses. (IBJ, 2018C).

Most working visas allow for periods of stay ranging from three months to five years; however, 

some visas allow a shorter period of stay in Japan, such as specified skilled workers, technical 
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intern trainees, and entertainers. In some cases, the period of stay can be extended with an 

application. (MOFA, 2019A).

If a foreign resident possessing a resident card wants to leave Japan and return to continue the 

designated activities listed in their visa within a year, they do not have to apply for a re-entry 

permit. In any other cases, a re-entry permit is required. (IBJ, 2011).

To acquire a permanent residency in Japan, a foreigner is required to stay continuously in Japan for 

ten years or more. This required period of stay changes to the shorter, three years, for holders of 

highly-skilled foreign professional visas, and one year for particularly high skilled foreign 

professionals, those that managed to acquire more than 70 points in the point-based screening 

system (IBJ, 2018D). The required period of stay also becomes shorter for foreigners who have 

spouses of Japanese nationals or permanent residents, or who are children of Japanese nationals or 

permanent residents (IBJ, 2019). According to June Advisors Group, a law firm that offers help to 

foreign residents in Japan with legal issues, the screening criteria includes no criminal records, a 

stable job, enough savings, satisfying the requirements of the current visa status, records of paying 

taxes and social security payments, and having a Japanese national or permanent resident guarantor 

(June Advisors Group, 2019B).

There exists different immigration and residence procedures for refugees, but it is deemed sufficient

to leave them out of the examination for the impact of refugee labor for Japan is minuscule. The 

total refugee population in Japan was 2,189 in 2017 (The World Bank, 2019), and out of 19,629 

asylum seekers only 20 received the refugee status (MOJ, 2018).

2.3.2 Immigration statistics

As the focus of this study lies in examining the policies related to work-motivated immigration, the 

compiled statistics regarding the visa categories of the working visa and the highly skilled 

professional visa. This excludes most of the other categories, such as visas for students, dependents,

and spouses. The statistics are compiled from the Ministry of Justice's Immigration control reports 

from 2004 to 2018 (MOJ, 2019D). The examined time spans from 2000 to 2017, during which 

several new visa categories were introduced, and also some of the old categories merged together. 

Due to several inconsistencies in the data, this complication focuses on the current division of the 

visa categories with several remarks for examining the time series.
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The gradual decline of researcher visas is explained with some of the researchers being accepted 

into the category of designated activities since 2003 (MOJ, 2010).

Until the year 2010, the designated activities category also included technical intern trainees. The 

applicants for the technical intern training enter the country under the category of trainees, and 

apply for a change in status of residency for designated activities once accepted into the programs. 

The technical intern training program was revised in 2010, and a separate visa category was 

designated for the trainees. This explains the decline of numbers in visa categories of trainees, for it 

became possible to apply for the technical intern training visa, and designated activities, for a large 

amount of designated activities visa holders changed their residency status for technical intern 

training. (MOJ, 2011).

As a result of the ambiguity in the available statistical data of the program, the study uses a 

composition by Ratnayake et al. from 2016. (Ratnayake et al., 2016). The composition calculates 

the numbers of technical intern trainees before 2010 as the changes in the number of trainees 

switching to the technical intern program, and lists these under the technical training I category.

The technical intern program received an extension in 2017, marked in the statistical data as 

technical intern training III (MOJ, 2018). Though the technical intern training visa category 

contains several subcategories, the study divides them to three (I, II and III) according to the phase 

of the training for statistical convenience.

The visa category for highly skilled professionals became newly established in 2015 as a distinct 

visa category, and the recent nature results in a lack of availability of previous statistics regarding 

the visa category (MOJ, 2016). Before 2015, highly skilled professionals were included in other 

categories according to their profession.

The visa categories of engineer and specialist in humanities/international services combined into 

one in 2015 (MOJ, 2016). To keep the data constant, the categories have been combined in the time 

series before 2015 as well.
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Figure 2.4 Foreign residents with working visa (MOJ, 2018)

Figure 2.4 shows the changes in total working visa holders including technical intern trainees from 

2000 to 2017. The red line shows the total amount of working visa holders, while the blue one 

represents the percentage of working visa holders compared to the total foreign population in Japan.

The number of foreign residents with working visas have gradually increased from 2000 to 2014, 

with a substantial increase from 2015 onward. The short decrease in total working visa holders after

2014 results from the Japanese government's policy response in combating human trafficking. The 

measures for accomplishing this included strengthening immigration control, criminalizing human 

trafficking, reviewing the status of the entertainer visa, and implementing a tighter screening system

for the aforementioned visa (MOFA, 2004). Over 64,000 foreign residents held the entertainer visa 

in 2014, but by 2015 the numbers had fallen to less than 37,000, a substantial reduction that appears

in the numbers of total working visa holders. Another observation lies in the short stall in the 

increasing numbers of foreign residents with working visas in the aftermath of the financial crisis of

2008.
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2.4 Internal Problems for Labor Mobility Increasing Policies in Japan

This section overviews the problems related to labor mobility increasing policies adopted by the 

Japanese government. With a large amount of different policies and problems related to them, the 

number extends outside of the scope of this study to review them all, and thus the focus centers on 

the policies discussed in the most recent immigration policy framework of Japan. Section 2.4.1 

overviews the academic discourse on technical intern training and, more generally, trainees in 

Japan, while the section 2.4.2 examines the multicultural coexistence policy. Section 2.4.3 focuses 

on the policy of increasing the numbers of foreign care workers and the academic discussion 

surrounding it.

2.4.1 Technical intern training and trainees

The technical intern training program received its first implementation in 1993 and has gone 

through various revisions, where the latest revision came into effect in November 2017. The 

purpose of the program is to transfer skills, knowledge and technologies acquired in Japan by the 

interns to their home countries (JITCO, 2019A). For such a reason, the knowledge sharing 

cooperation is focused towards the developing regions. This section examines the criticism offered 

towards the program and trainee system by various authors (Shipper, 2002; Oishi, 1995; Watanabe, 

2010; Ogawa, 2005 & Fan, 2012).

The earlier concerns about the program include a legal aspect where the foreign trainees were 

considered as trainees, not workers, which made them unprotected under Japanese labor laws 

(Shipper, 2002; Bélanger et al., 2011 & Fan, 2012). Only after the Immigration Control and 

Refugee Recognition Act took effect in 2010 (MOJ, 2009), the law came to consider the trainees as 

interns and protected them under the labor and employment laws as the other workers (Hayakawa, 

2010: 26). One of the remaining legal issues seems to lie in a lack of legal help and advice for the 

trainees from the labor unions and labor standard offices for issues such as unpaid overtime work 

and unsatisfactory working conditions (Fan, 2012). In more recent discussions, the focus has turned 

towards the quality of training and adequate compensation for work.

Both Shipper (2002) and Watanabe (2010), as well as Ogawa (2005), discuss the lack of adequate 

remuneration for the work done by the trainees. Shipper mentions that the low financial allowances 

and inadequate training contingently lead to trainees turning to work in unregulated and illegal 
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sectors (Shipper, 2002). As a result of the large wage gap between the trainees, including technical 

interns, and the Japanese workers, some enterprises substitute Japanese labor with foreign labor to 

reduce production costs (Watanabe, 2010 & Ogawa, 2005). Some private enterprises surely view 

the technical intern training program as a way of creating profits instead of guiding foreign trainees 

to gain knowledge and skills that they can take back to their home countries.

Bélanger et al. (2011) consider the lack of enforcement by the Japanese officials in pursuing the 

program's supposed plans. By interviewing several former Vietnamese migrant workers, Bélanger et

al. compile problems related to working as a trainee in Japan. As trainees are usually bound to work 

in one company for the duration of the internship, overtime work and difficult working conditions 

would lead the worker to seek work in illegal sectors. Also, the companies use the “stick” instead of

the “carrot”, or punishments rather than incentives, for preventing the trainees from running away. 

The system includes retaining a portion of the worker’s salary in a company's savings account 

which will be remunerated at the end of the contract. To make up for the decreased salary, the 

trainees become prone to turn to illegal employment. (Bélanger et al. 2011).

Oishi (1995) distinguishes the problems of the technical intern programs to be mainly found within 

private enterprises where the trainees are seen as a substitute for the more expensive Japanese labor.

The private companies can offer an inadequate training as the motives revolve around the profit 

side. Oishi views the governmental agencies that offer technical intern training as more effective 

toward achieving the purposes of the program because of the more altruistic approach over the 

profit oriented one. Of the original training program, Oishi also recognizes the usual mismatches of 

communication between sending and receiving companies. If the qualifications of the trainees fall 

too low for the standards of the receiving company, there might not exist suitable work for them to 

do. Also, if the technology gap between the companies widens too much, this creates a possibility 

that the acquired knowledge and skills can not effectively be put into use. More technologically 

intensive work can result in the training period becoming too short to provide skills for later use. 

Oishi also mentions the lack of incentives for trainees to return to their home countries if they are 

burdened with debts for the sending organizations, which might in turn the trainees to seek illegal 

work in Japan. (Oishi, 2012: 373-384).

The reader can interpret from the above authors' discussion that a lack of durable institutional 

support for the program seems to occur. Problems related to the working environment, sufficient 

salaries, and training could possibly find alleviation in a stricter screening system for the companies



26

allowed to accept foreign trainees. To address problems related to the ongoing internships, a 

supportive institutional framework would be needed.

Regardless of how good an institutional support for the program exists, it would not act to enough 

of an extent to address the aforementioned problems if the companies accepting the interns see them

as a cheap substitute labor for Japanese one. If the technical intern program aims towards a guest 

working program, then the motives and the narrated purpose of the training should be converted 

accordingly. The goal of the current technical intern program seems to lie somewhere in between an

incentive to offer economic gains for Japanese companies and a system of offering basic training for

foreign labor. With increasing sectoral labor deficits, the program to focusing towards one of the 

ends would likely increase performance.

2.4.2 Multicultural coexistence

When talking about multiculturalism in the context of Japan, people usually understand it under the 

label of Western liberal multiculturalism. Of the Asian countries, Japan is likely one of the most 

westernized ones with a state functioning under democratic principles, but seeing Japanese society 

as a liberal, multicultural one presents a difficult challenge. As Lam Peng-Er (2006) explains in 

book by Kymlicka and Baogang, the Japanese state can be seen as a quite liberal one, but the people

less so because, though the state has adopted measures against discrimination towards foreigners, 

the society remains secluded from the foreigners for the time being (Kymlicka & Baogang, 2006: 

223-243).

As the numbers of foreign residents have gradually grown in Japan, the discussion about 

multicultural coexistence has become more vivid. Multicultural coexistence has been part of the 

immigration policy plan since 2000, where the coexistence was proposed as “facilitation for 

foreigners staying in Japan for a long time” (MOJ, 2000). A report entitled as “Report on Research 

Group concerning the Promotion of Multicultural Coexistence in Local Communities” by The 

Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication in 2006 aroused more academic discussion. The 

report included considerations for local level initiatives, notably aid with communicating, aid with 

lifestyle, creation of multicultural community, and system for multicultural coexistence, for 

multicultural coexistence (MIC, 2006).

In articles from 2012 and 2015, Stephen Nagy discusses the multicultural coexistence policy in 
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detail. Though recognizing that the plan represents a move towards pluralism with increasing the 

availability of multicultural education and multilingual information (Nagy, 2012), he states that the 

plan does not advocate for immigration or naturalization of foreign residents (Nagy, 2015).

Recognizing the assimilatory nature of the Japanese society, Nagy sees that the plan has measures 

(yet implemented) to increase inclusivity of foreign residents in Japan, while at the same time, 

admitting that without a further assimilation of a foreigner into the Japanese society, the 

opportunities remain unequal (Nagy, 2015: 9). Nagy also points out that the plan does not try to 

secure rights of foreign residents to retain their own language and culture or support forming of a 

minority in Japan (Nagy, 2015: 13). This reflects the discussion offered by Chung (2010) and 

Yamanaka (1993) about the myth of Japanese homogeneity still evident in Japanese political 

discourse.

Nagy also mentions the unequal opportunities of different foreign residents according to their status 

of residence (Nagy, 2015: 14). As examined in the section 2.3.1 the large amount of different visa 

categories with variable conditions and permits offers the foreign residents a rather diverse set of 

opportunities. As discussed by Nagy, this likely leads to different possibilities and outcomes with 

different visa holders. Without convergent immigration and integration policies, the co-existential 

possibilities of foreign residents will likely remain unequal.

Aiden (2011) sees the multicultural coexistence plan as a major central government attempt to 

coordinate regional government activities on dealing with foreign residents which positively affects 

the discourse on foreign residents in Japan. Also, Chapman (2006) recognizes the importance of the 

discourse on multicultural recognition as a new step forward. Although accepting the positive role 

of creating discourse, Aiden aligns with Nagy (2015) in seeing the problematic nature of 

implementation without a clear central government forcing, which causes regional differences in 

approaches to multicultural coexistence (Aiden, 2015: 223-229). Likely a set of more standardized 

measures adopted and implemented by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication would 

lead to a balanced outcome.

A study by Tomoko Nakamatsu (2013) reveals some of the problems related to the lack of central 

government enforcing to create actual measures to further multicultural coexistence. From a series 

of interviews gathered in local communities of foreign residents, Nakamatsu concludes that the 

central government's plan represents an unrealistic venture and those on the local level have not 
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sympathized with its ideals. A large amount of work related to the plan was conducted with unpaid 

volunteers, through language training etc., with insufficient public support, and was focused on 

achieving social cohesion by furthering assimilation. (Nakamatsu, 2013: 151-152).

Bradley (2014) focuses on the three main areas of contestation, education, political participation, 

and anti-discrimination legal frameworks, in the multicultural coexistence policies. Aligning with 

Nakamatsu (2013), Bradley points out the lack of funding for the education for the foreign 

newcomers. With the lack of funding for education, the focus of the training is only in Japanese 

language learning, conducted by teachers who can not speak the immigrants' native language. 

Political participation, namely voting rights in local elections for the foreign residents, remains 

absent in the most regions. Also, municipal governments prohibit public work for foreign residents 

with few exceptions. Bradley also mentions the lack of incentives for creating national legislation 

that outlaws racial discrimination. (Bradley, 2014: 34-36).

Slightly diverting from the criticisms of the earlier authors, Kwak (2009) recognizes the benefits of 

local level multicultural policies for compensating the lack of centrally planned policies. Kwak 

argues that local efforts could display even more effectiveness in the sense that they would address 

different needs of different foreign populations without forcing them all into a single mold. 

Regardless of this, Kwak mentions that a regulative, politico-social, and moral principle is required 

as a base on upon a multicultural coexistence can be built. This would further increase inclusion in 

hand to hand with improved legal and institutional designs (Kwak, 2009: 178-183).

In a somewhat similar manner with the problems related to technical intern training, the 

multicultural coexistence policies seem to lack the central government's institutional support, 

namely with regards to funding, regulating, and decision making. Though the study by the Ministry 

of Internal Affairs and Communication shows the support of the central government for 

multiculturalism, there seemingly exists little that the government has actually operationalized, 

legally and institutionally. As the Japanese government further implements policies to increase 

work-motivated immigration to Japan, the foreign communities will grow in numbers and 

significance. This will surely make the assimilation, as the government's main tool for incorporating

foreign residents into the society, even more difficult. Without legal and institutional reforms, and 

supportive funding for education, there could be arduous socio-political consequences in the future.
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2.4.3 Care workers

Social and health care sector is one of the major sectors facing labor deficits, as the population in 

Japan gets older and the ratio of old people (65 and above) to working age population increases. 

According to a study by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), the supply and 

demand gap of the care workers is expected to increase to 320,000 in 2025, and 680,000 in 2035 

(METI, 2018), calling for the need of foreign care workers to amend the huge gap.

Under the revised technical intern training program implemented in 2017, care working became one

of the occupations applicable for the training programs. Unlike with other technical training 

occupations, care workers have two special conditions. To get accepted in an internship, care 

workers interns are required to have a basic understanding of Japanese language, equivalent to N4 

level of the Japanese-Language Proficiency Test. Whereas other interns require working experience 

in the field very similar to one they apply for in Japan, care workers satisfy the working experience 

requirement by having a foreign degree in care work. (JITCO, 2019B).

Care workers outside of the technical intern training program fall under one of the two new visa 

categories implemented in April 2019, specified skilled worker (MOJ, 2019C), and are recognized 

as human resources contributing to economic growth in the most recent immigration policy 

framework (MOJ, 2015). To answer to the labor demand in the care-take sector, Japan is accepting 

foreign certified care workers based on bilateral Economic Partnership Agreements (EPA) with 

Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam (MOJ, 2015: 23).  Though the increase of care workers 

through the agreements appears to rather directly answer the problem of aging society, demographic

change and a deficit of care-take workers, there seems to stem from structural problems, some of 

them examined in the following section by Yagi (2014), Song (2015), with Ford and Kawashima 

(2013).

In an article from 2014, Nozomi Yagi examines the problems of a bilateral treaty between Japan and

Philippines. One of the key concerns examined by Yagi lies the poorly structured and implemented 

language training for immigrating care-take workers. Due to the lack of sufficient economic support

and standardization of the training, only a small percentage of immigrant workers pass the national 

examination that determines if the workers can legally be employed in Japan. If the total number of 

passed candidates is under 8% of total applicants, the dispensers of the examinations seriously need 

to re-examine the training process (Yagi, 2014: 245-246).
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Yagi also introduces a problem of brain waste, where unqualified foreign nurses, those who have 

yet to pass the national examination in Japan, have to work in jobs that require less skills than what 

their education back in Philippines would permit. There also exists a problem of costs to the 

hospitals that employ foreign care-take workers caused by a lack of funding from the government 

for educational needs. As only a small percentage of foreign care-take workers actually pass the 

national examination, the “returns of the investment” in the foreign workers by the hospitals end up 

being inadequate (Yagi, 2014: 246-247).

Song (2015) aligns with Yagi (2014) for evaluating the care worker policy of the Japanese 

government. According to Song, interests quite clearly diverge between national social interest 

groups, namely between the Japanese Nursing Association and the Japanese Association for of 

Certified Care Workers and the central government in implementing the polices. Fearing the 

deterioration of employment conditions and wages for natives, the social interest groups oppose 

introducing foreign care workers to all fields of care take work. As the result of this opposition, 

foreign care workers do not have permission to work in households as care providers, thus limiting 

their working opportunities. Song sees the current care workers policy as a compromise that won't 

significantly address the shortage of labor in the care sector for the long-term (Song, 2015: 382-

384).

Ford and Kawashima (2013), as well as Suzuki (2007), point out the lack of financial capability of 

medical institutions in Japan for providing quality training for foreign care workers. Ford and 

Kawashima argue that without the sufficient financial assistance from the public sectors to the 

hosting institutions and the institutional systems to oversee workplace practice, professional 

standards and quality, the care worker scheme creates more problems than it solves (Ford 

&Kawashima, 2013: 437-440).

Aligning with the authors examining the problems related to the technical intern program and 

trainees in Japan, authors overviewing the care work sector note the very similar problems with the 

implemented policy. The programs seem to lack institutional durability, and the communication 

problems between the sending and receiving organizations of the foreign workers represent a fine 

example of it. Without increasing public funding and the role of the central government in the 

programs, the programs, which try to address the labor shortage in Japan, will likely remain as 

initiatives instead of actual considerable solutions.
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2.5 External Problems for Labor Mobility Increasing Policies in Japan

Departing from the internal problems, section 2.5 examines the environment where the 

policymaking processes take place in Japan. Though out of the scope of this research to explore all 

the possible factors affecting the immigration policy and its implementation, the section tries to 

focus on two of the frequent themes in the academic discussion about immigration and Japan, the 

inflexible labor market and the diverging private and public interests.

2.5.1 Inflexible labor market and the pension system

Compared with the other OECD countries, the labor market in Japan has the perception of being 

rather inflexible. According to OECD employment outlook for Japan, the inflexibility and dualism 

between regular and non-regular workers attributes to several factors, including the idea of lifetime 

employment, seniority wages, mandatory retirement and dismissal rules (OECD, 2019A). Of the 

factors, the idea of lifetime employment and seniority wages observably most affects foreign 

workers in Japan. In this section, the aforementioned factors, accompanied with the pension system,

are examined by Oishi (2012), Ono (2010), Kawaguchi (2013) and Hamaaki et al. (2012).

Oishi mentions the prevalent idea of “lifetime employment” as one of the main factors contributing 

to the problem (Oishi, 2012: 1087). Still a large amount of Japanese workers support the idea of 

lifetime employment, yet a large amount of foreign workers do not plan to build their whole career 

in Japan, or to stay in Japan until retirement. Some of the foreigners prefer to continue their careers 

in other countries or back in their home country. This presents a problem from the perspective of the

pension system, which is built upon the idea of long employment period in Japan. As the benefits of

the pension system become available after a contribution of 25 years of working, the period 

becomes way too long of a time for foreign workers that do not plan to retire in Japan. If there 

exists no social security agreements between Japan and the country where the worker migrates 

from, then the benefits of pension system becomes mostly irrelevant for migrant workers that will 

not end their careers in Japan. (Oishi, 2012).

At the time of this study, the five largest nationalities of foreign residents in Japan were Chinese, 

Korean, Vietnamese, Filipino, and Brazilian.  For the technical intern training, the top five were 

Vietnamese, Chinese, Filipino, Indonesian and Thai (MOJ, 2018). Japan has social security 

agreements with a total of eighteen countries, but with only three, namely the Republic of Korea, 
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Brazil and the Philippines, of the aforementioned countries; for the Republic of Korea, the social 

security agreement only considers elimination of dual coverage (Japan Pension Service, 2018). As 

the other countries who have signed social security agreements with Japan are “Western countries” 

from the EU and the North America, the current situation seems to reflect the Japanese 

government's preference on high skilled labor over low skilled one from the Southeast Asia and 

South America. This seems to create an inconsistency of the priorities, since the government's 

immigration policy plan recognizes the labor deficit in the less skilled intensive sectors.  

Still continuing, the idea of lifetime employment, can directly affecting the seniority wage structure 

in Japan. As number of years a worker has worked in a company determines the wage, rather than 

the worker’s proficiency, this discourages professionals who have wide amount of knowledge and 

experience to find work in Japanese companies (Oishi, 2012: 1087-1088). This greatly reduces the 

labor market flexibility to offer solutions for workers whose contracts end prematurely. Though, 

there does exist evidence that the significance of lifetime employment has diminished (Ono, 2010 &

Kawaguchi, 2013), institutional changes regarding pension system and taxation taking place, and 

starting to affect the policy choices will surely take time.

An article by Hamaaki et al. (2012) discusses the changing employment practices in Japan. 

According to their study, a gradual flattening of the wage curve has occurred, which holds 

especially notable importance for the older age groups of over 40 (Hamaaki et al., 2012: 842). 

Though the gradual flattening will eventually affect the whole labor market in Japan, whether the 

current situation significantly affects the foreign labor that rarely enters the Japanese labor market 

just after graduation remains a topic for debate. Even with changes to the seniority wage structure, a

recognition of skills for determining the workers value needs to occur in order to make the labor 

market more attractive for skilled foreigners.

Hamaaki et al. also mention that while no discernible reduction in indefinite-contract employees for

middle aged and older males exists, there is a discernible reduction in indefinite-contracts of young 

university graduated workers (Hamaaki et al., 2012: 842). With the increase in the amount of 

foreign workers in Japan, the ratio of indefinite-contracts and fixed term contracts will likely shift. 

The period of stay limitations with most of the working visas causes a larger share of foreign labor 

to find employment on fixed term contracts, thus further influencing the change in the labor market.

Of course, the amount of foreign workers in Japan would have to increase significantly from the 

current numbers.
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2.5.2 Fragmented policymaking process and the public opinion

This section examines the institutional cleavages and diverging interests of national interest groups 

in guiding the immigration policymaking in Japan. The section includes a brief look into the 

inquiries about public opinion on the foreign labor in Japan to express the persisting public division 

on the matter.

In a very insightful publication from 2014, David Chiavacci examines the heated political 

discourses regarding immigration in Japan. He recognizes the overheating of the discussion on both 

ends, where the pro-immigrants underline the importance of foreign labor to battle the demographic

change in Japan, and the anti-immigrants focus on the security threats that the foreign nationals 

pose for the nationals. According to Chiavazzi, neither of main arguments base their claims on real 

empirical evidence for the reasons that it is impossible to maintain the dependency ratio by taking in

more immigrants, foreign labor already remains crucial for the Japanese economy, no statistical 

evidence indicates higher crime rates among foreign residents, and nothing indicating for a social 

unrest emerging from the increased amounts of foreign residents in Japan (Chiavazzi, 2014).

Chiavacci recognizes the influence of the fragmentation in the policymaking process on the political

division on the immigration policy debate. Governmental agencies push significantly differing 

motives with The Ministry of Justice focusing on internal security, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

interested in foreign reputation of Japan and the national interest groups, and The Japan Business 

Federation interested in the supply of labor and the National labor union association trying to secure

working conditions and bargaining power of native workers, further increasing the ideational 

cleavage by political and the institutional separation. (Chiavacci, 2014: 130-132). Due to this 

separation and the lack of common ground, Chiavacci argues that no coherent political actor takes 

the stage in the policy field of immigration within Japan (Chiavazzi, 2014: 133).

Contrary to Chiavazzi, Tarumoto (2018) argues for the lack of separation in the immigration policy, 

denoting that the Ministry of Justice almost exclusively implements the policy in Japan; however, as

the prime minister chooses the heads of the ministries from the cabinet, the direction of the ministry

and the policy implementation reflect the interests of the ruling party. Woo (2015) remarks that the 

lobbying by the dominant interest groups, like the Japan Business or the Central Union of 

Agricultural Cooperatives, has affected the immigration policy of the ruling party, The Liberal 

Democratic Party of Japan (LDP). Whether the political orientation of a government actually 
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affecting the migration policies remains a debatable subject (Haas & Natter, 2015), though the 

debates show how immigration can be used as a political tool to rally support. Through feedback 

loops and the changing interests of the key interest groups, the immigration policy in Japan can be 

seen as something rather erratic, changing along with the political support and the public will.

Accompanied with the key interest groups, the public sentiment has affected the policymaking 

process in Japan. The slow change of the public opinion in Japan on immigration has hindered the 

policy implementation and the reform process, and the government does not have the support to 

capably push definitive measures to support the change (Peng, 2016: 291-292). Though several 

authors mentions the negative public sentiment affecting the government's immigration policy in 

Japan (Peng, 2016; Woo, 2015; Kalicki 2019 & Kashiwazaki, 2013), a number of recent polls show 

a change towards a more positive sentiment. The analyst might find evidence of this change by 

examining entries by three of the five major Japanese newspapers. According to an inquiry by Japan

Economics Newspaper, The Nikkei, 54% of the respondents supported the measure of introducing 

foreign labor to sectors with labor deficits (The Nikkei, 2018). An inquiry by the Daily News, 

Minichi Simbun, shows that 47% of respondents approve the government's decision of introducing 

foreign labor to labor deficit sectors, while 32% of the respondents disapproved of it (Mainichi 

Shimbun, 2018). In an inquiry by Asahi News, 45% of the respondents approved of the increase in 

foreign labor while 43% disapproved of it (Asahi Shimbun, 2018B).

In contrast with the inquiries by the three major Japanese newspapers showing rather similar results 

where the rate of approval is not significantly higher than the rate of disapproval, an inquiry by the 

Japanese Trade Union Confederation shows more positive results. The poll shows that 51% of the 

respondents saw it preferential that the numbers of foreign workers would increase in their 

workplace and 25% did not see it as detrimental; however, 69% of the respondents felt that the 

current government is not clear enough with the policy of increasing the foreign labor in Japan 

(Japanese Trade Union Federation, 2018).

Even with a very brief outlook of the public opinion on immigration in Japan, a clear preference 

towards one direction over another becomes evident. As the division in the public remains, how the 

political actors and the social interest groups use the strong rhetoric tools to pursue their own 

interests as Chiavacci (2014) explained holds feasibility. Again, there is a lack of institutional 

support or strength to guide the discussion about immigration in Japan. Though, out of the scope of 

this research to examine the identities of the root causes for the institutional fragmentation, a more 
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robust cooperation and dialogue between the ministries and the social interests groups would 

channel the discussion towards something more constructive for the policy planning and 

implementation.
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3. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Instead of trying to prove or reject a particular theory concerning the labor mobility or the policy 

implementation process, this study attempts to explore the policy relevancy against a set of internal 

and external notions regarding the policy implementation. Aiming at further coherency and 

credibility in the analysis, the study follows analytical framework based on a model introduced by 

Igor Mayer, Els Van Daalen and Pieter Bots, first published in International Journal of Technology, 

Policy and Management in 2004. Though the research method used in this study, an exploratory 

single case study, offers the tools required for the analysis, the analytical framework introduced in 

this section functions as a tool for structuring the intellectual process. The framework should form a

logical foundation for the research, a base upon which the exploratory analysis can take place. The 

final framework used in this study includes additional remarks from the publications of other 

authors as well, to meet the demands of the research in a comprehensive manner. Section 3.1 

discusses the conceptual model of policy analysis by Meyer et al., and section 3.2 expands the 

discussion by introducing important notions from Howlett and Lindquist (2014), Lane (1987) and 

Helmutt Wollmann (2007). Section 3.3 concludes the discussion by introducing an analytical 

framework followed in this research.

3.1 Conceptual Model of Policy Analysis by Meyer et al.

In the primary stages of model creation, Meyer et al. (2004) examined several policy analysis 

institutions to see how they performed their analytical activities. They reformulated the models and 

the paradigms used by the institutions to create a more general conceptual model for policy 

analysis. Through the secondary analysis, Meyer et al. identified six interconnected activities that 

make up policy analysis, specifically research and analyze, design and recommend, clarify 

arguments and values, provide strategic advice, democratize, and mediate. (Meyer et al., 2004: 3-5).

A more detailed policy cycle analysis (Fischer et al., 2007: 43-45) should include all of the six 

activities in the framework for analysis, but for the purposes of this study, a focus on “research and 

analyze”, “design and recommend”, and “advise strategically” will suffice as the aforementioned 

three activities closely reflect the activities of this study.

Meyer et al. specifies “research and analyze” activities as something that generates knowledge for 

the purposes of examining facts, causes, and effects. In “design and recommend” activities, the 

available knowledge is translated into a new policy or a policy reform. “Advise strategically” 
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activities focus on scrutinizing the surrounding environment to give strategic advice for achieving 

policy goals (Meyer et al., 2004: 6-9).

After investigating the initial core policy analysis activities, Meyer et al. turn to explain different 

styles of policy analysis. Authors introduce six styles that connect the analytical activities: a rational

style, an argumentative style, a client advice style, a participatory style, a process style, and an 

interactive style (Meyer et al., 2004: 11). Again, the focus in this study narrows the implementation 

of the examined styles to just a rational style and a client advice style, based on the relevancy to the 

themes of interest.

Using a rational model for policy analysis acts as a conventional style for operations research 

(Walker, 2009) and analysis done with econometric models (Sims et al., 1982). The assumptions of 

knowledge in a rational style analysis include the idea that the observed world has the 

characteristics of being empirically knowable and measurable, and that knowledge has a positive 

role in policy (Meyer et al., 2004: 12). Through measurability and the positive role of knowledge, 

one can form rational processes of planning, as examined by Taylor (1998) in his book “Urban 

Planning Theory since 1945”. Taylor recognizes the rational process’s guidance by positive 

feedback loops, making the planning of a continuous process instead of one with clear starting and 

ending points (Taylor, 1998: 67-68). When examining the relevancy of certain policies in a light of 

problems that require solutions, this study finds a desirability in recognizing the continuity of a 

policy planning and implementation processes. Even if all policies receive implementation to 

positively address certain problems, some of them may prove detrimental because of policy lags 

(Asada & Yoshida, 2000). If the root cause of the problem has already changed, the implemented 

policy likely addresses the wrong variables.

A client advice style recognizes the variety of stakeholders and actors involved in the policy 

analysis, each of them loaded with different interests and strategies (Meyer et al., 2004: 12-13). 

Though this study does not aim to examine all the beneficiaries of the international labor mobility 

increasing policies, considering possible stakeholders helps when discussing a suggestive revision 

for the current policy model adopted by the Japanese government.

In the aftermath of narrating core activities and styles of policy analysis, Meyer at al. introduce a 

third function of their model. The final function of the framework considers the evaluation of policy

analysis by supplementing the model with values and criteria for a robust analysis. For a rational 
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style approach, they offer the question, “What is good knowledge?”, and for client advice approach,

“What is good for the client/problem?” Through addressing the questions, Meyer et al. translate the 

values into quality criteria for each of the analytical activities. (Meyer et al., 2004: 15-17).

Table 3.1 is an extraction from the list of criteria used for assessing the quality of policy analysis. 

The model acts as a useful tool for analyzing the overall success of the project when concluding the 

discussion in the final chapter of the dissertation. The quality criteria also offers an inquiry into 

further discussion by pointing out themes and components of the work that require more advanced 

scrutiny.

In a conclusion of the discussion by Meyer et al., Figure 3.2 offers an extract of the conceptual 

model of policy analysis introduced by the authors. As in the original hexagon model, the triangular 

extraction shows the interconnectedness of the different analytical activities and styles. Though 

each analytical activity is unique in its own, the styles and interests in the analysis interlace, 

strengthening the model through amalgamation. The model acts as a base for the final policy 

analysis framework for this study (Table 3.3).
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Figure 3.2 Extract from the conceptual model of policy analysis (Meyer et al., 2004: 18)

When adopting the above conceptual model for the purposes of this study, it is possible to recognize

that key activities of the research fit different parts of the triangular model. The initial activity of 

examining the internal and external notions (See sections 2.4 and 2.5) affecting the international 

labor mobility in Japan leans towards the right side corner of the model. The aforementioned 

activity attempts to create an overview on the environment where the international labor mobility 

increasing policies becoming implemented. Though the activity does not purpose to offer any 

concrete strategic advice at this point, it tries to map all relevant information, problems at the core 

of the analysis, for examining the current immigration policy framework.

The activity of examining the current policy framework against the set of internal and external 

notions can be found at the left corner of the conceptual model. The focus in the second stage of 

analysis is in considering the relevancy of the current policy framework. By using a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative methods, the study tries to evaluate the activity of the current policies in

addressing the problems with increasing the mobility of labor. The scientific quality of the analysis, 
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the validity and the reliability of results offered through the examination remain the essential parts 

of this second stage in the research. Without robust evidence, one cannot likely propose advisable 

revisions to the implemented policy.

The third and the last stage of the analysis lies somewhere between the “Design and recommend” 

and the “Advice strategically” activities found in the conceptual model. Although the main focus in 

this research relies upon the first two stages of the analysis, the study also tries to offer a suggestion 

for revision of the policy towards the conclusion that could further increase the international labor 

mobility in Japan. Though of course out of the scope of this research to prove that the revision 

would actually function as intended if implemented, the third stage of analysis can act as a basis for 

further research of the topic and an illustration of analytical discussion for the revised policies.

3.2 Expanding the Analytical Framework

This section expands the above framework to include other crucial observations in an attempt to 

increase the comprehensibility of the final analytical framework in section 3.3. The discussion 

begins with examining structural factors for the policy analysis by Howlett and Lindquist (2004), 

and continues with themes of causality, time and responsibility by Lane (1987) and Wollman 

(2007).

Howlett and Lindquist (2004) expand the conceptual framework of Meyer et al. (2004) by 

introducing a governance context of the analytical culture. They identify three interconnected 

structural factors and their implications for the policy analysis (Howlett & Lindquist: 2004, 230).

The first of the examined structural factors is called, “National Governance Traditions”. This focal 

point includes the several dimensions of governance structure, civil service traditions, government 

priorities, strong and weak centers, strong and weak legislatures, and recruitment systems (Howlett 

& Lindquist: 2004, 233). An interesting point in the case of Japan lies in the idea that though the 

Immigration Bureau of Japan, a bureaucracy working directly under the central government, plans 

immigration policies, the regional governments implement some of the measures to increase labor 

mobility, as multicultural coexistence policies. As examined in the literature review, one of the 

internal problems for policy implementation stems from a lack of information sharing and 

cooperation between the central government agencies and the regional governments. Some of the 

planned policies would surely, sufficiently address the internal, or perhaps even external, problems, 
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but the incompatibilities with the implementation make the policies ineffective. The lack of 

centrally planned implementation can also lead to a 'bandage' type of a solution instead of 

facilitating something concrete. Though out of the scope of this research to proclaim this as true, 

keeping the notion in mind when analyzing and drawing conclusions from the data remains a 

crucial part of this research.

The second introduced focal point expands the client advice style of Meyer et al. (2004) and 

considers policy sectors. Howlett and Lindquist identify a variety of societal actors, such as 

business, labor, etc., with different interests and values that affect the policy making process 

(Howlett & Lindquist: 2004, 231). Traditionally in Japan, large national corporations have had a 

large impact in trade and economic policies implemented by the government. Not only through 

informal routes, the Japanese businesses have influenced macroeconomic policy by lobbying the 

ruling parties, accepting former bureaucrats as executive directors, and initiating the 

implementation of government polices (Yoshimatsu, 2000: 47). Though challenging to measure 

how much the private sector has affected the recent immigration policy plan, some parts of the plan 

possibly represent the desires of the strong private sector players. For example, with the care 

workers (see section 2.4.3), the lack of robust program implementation required for a major 

increase of foreign care workers might reflect the interest of the national social interest groups that 

see the increase of foreign care workers as a threat. Also, the policy change of accepting foreign 

nationals in fields with urgent need of human resources (MOJ, 2015: 24) would mostly benefit the 

businesses operating in these sectors. The more hazardous sectors, such as shipbuilding or 

construction, which represent less attractive choices for natives, seem to fall under the new policy 

initiative. One might claim that the interests of the businesses represent the interests of the 

nationals; however, the clear economic opportunities and benefits for the Japanese enterprises 

become apparent more than anything else.

The last and the third introduced focal point is called “Organizational factors”. Howlett and 

Lindquist recognize the distinct organizational cultures, histories, and program delivery affecting 

the policy analysis (Howlett & Lindquist: 2004, 232). When conducting a comparative case study, it

would be required account the organizational differences between the policy implementors, but for 

a single case study, the notion becomes less relevant.

Moving away from the structural factors, Jan-Erik Lane discusses the concept of the policy 

implementation and the interlinked processes related to it in an article published in 1987. 
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Recognizing separate activities of the policy implementation assessment, such as goal, causal and 

accomplishment functions, he denotes the complexity of the process to make relevant deductions in 

the analysis. For example, to recognize if a policy has seen implementation or not, we require a 

congruence between policy objectives and outcomes; however, without considering the “time” 

variable, in other words possible policy lags, saying if the policy has been implemented or not 

becomes more difficult. For the definition of implementation, he includes the following variables of

policy, outcome, formator, implementer, initiator, and time (Lane, 1987: 529-530).

Also Hellmut Wollmann discusses the importance of the “time” variable in the analysis. He 

distinguishes three types of analysis based on the variables of ex-ante evaluation conducted prior 

decision making, ongoing evaluation during the implementation process, and ex-post evaluation 

that focuses on goal attainment in the policy analysis (Fischer et al., 2007: 393-395). In this study, 

the third stage of the research fits the ex-ante evaluation category, for the discussion of a policy 

revision includes a brief implementation pre-assessment. The second stage of the study, an 

assessment of the current labor mobility increasing policies, could receive the label as an ongoing 

evaluation. As the data examined in the study does not offer any clear time-frames for policy 

implementation, measuring when a certain policy and its implementation has reached completed 

proves quite difficult. The reader must take into consideration that some of the current policies 

might increase in relevancy in the future ex-post evaluation. Instead of trying to find definitive 

evidence on policy failure, this study attempts to reflect on how the current policy framework 

addresses the internal and external notions at the time of the study and how it attempts to increase 

the international labor mobility in Japan. The statistical evidence shows a historical continuum 

without an attempt to numerically predict the future progression. Even then, we can make some 

observations of the probable course of events if the current policy framework does not change 

radically.

Lane (1987), Wollmann (2007), and Page (2008) all recognize problems of answering the “causal 

questions” in policy analysis. The main causal question seems to be, whether the observed effects 

and changes have been caused by a policy or a set of policies in question (Fischer et al., 2007: 394).

Other than the aforementioned “time” variable, Lane introduces various models of implementation, 

namely implementation as perfect administration, policy management, evolution, learning, 

implementation structures, outcomes, perspective, political symbolism, coalition, and responsibility 

and trust, to find conformity between policy objectives and outcomes (Lane, 1987). Of the models 

introduced, the most interesting ones for this research lie in the implementation as evolution, 
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learning, responsibility and trust.

The model of implementation as evolution seems to criticize the simple concept of implementation, 

where the required steps decide on the goals and find suitable means to achieve the outcomes. The 

evolutionary approach includes functions of redefining the objectives and reinterpreting the 

outcomes, upon which a more robust analysis can take place in an ever changing world with new 

circumstances and changing variables. (Lane, 1987: 532-534). We can observe this evolutionary 

approach’s particularly interesting relevancy to this study in that parts in the basic plans of 

immigration control (MOJ, 2015) addresses the former policies and reinterpret their goals. While 

the policy makers seem to take into account the changing circumstances, such as in sectoral labor 

demand, in some cases, the redefining of objectives has not led to a restructuring of the policy 

programs. When the description of the program changes but the actual contents remain the same, 

this seemingly creates an inconsistency for attaining policy goals. Though once again, it is out of 

the scope of this research to provide answers to this inconsistency.

The model of implementation as learning continues to expand the evolutionary approach. Aligning 

with the ideas of Taylor (1998), the learning model sees an implementation process as an endless 

process of learning that re-visions and improves goals and programs. The learning model of 

implementation does not have any final conclusions, since through every stage in the evolutionary 

cycle, the process becomes redefined and transformed, finding new objectives and goals to 

accomplish. (Lane, 1987: 534-535). This research uses the basic plans of immigration control 

(MOJ, 2015) as a main source that states the policy objectives, and uses the yearly published reports

of immigration control (IBJ, 2018A) to examine the implementation of these policies. Though 

examining the learning process does not act as the core focus of this project, recognizing the 

evolution of the policy programs for constructing a logic behind the policy process holds some 

importance. This study more elaborately examines these notions in section 4.3 where a logic model 

for the study is proposed.

The last model, implementation as responsibility and trust, introduced by Lane combines notions 

from all the previous models to structure a more solid approach for an implementation analysis. 

Lane discusses a distinction between a theory and the reality, where each policy objective possibly 

to has several different outcomes. He notes that outcomes that are contradictory to their objectives 

also exist, and that all this is subjective, in other words the success and failure of policies depend on

the actors and their perception of the environment where the processes are occurring. The 
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responsibility aspect of the model comes from the accountability of policy makers, namely 

politicians and officials, to the people who have elected them. The trust aspect, on the other hand 

seems to address the degree of freedom the policy makers have attained from the public to 

accomplish policy goals. (Lane, 1987: 541-544). We must note that the Japanese government finds 

itself in a difficult position when trying to increase work-motivated immigration due to the negative

perception of immigrants in Japan (Green & Kadoya, 2013). As examined in section 2.5.2, there 

exists a clear divide of the public opinion about increasing foreign labor in Japan. In this light, the 

current policy framework can possibly act as a political compromise between the will of the people 

and the noticed shortages.

3.3 Concluding the Framework

Sections 3.1 and 3.2 have examined a set of useful concepts for a policy analysis study. From 

examining analytical activities and styles, the discussion has continued to structural and causal 

remarks that assist in applying a suitable method for the purposes of this research. The final 

conceptual framework derived from the above discussion by no means strives to explore all 

perspectives, but it tries to include a multifaceted array of useful concepts for a robust policy 

analysis. Table 3.3 works as an analytical framework for the research and creates boundaries for the 

discussion in the following sections.
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Table 3.3 Analytical framework for the study

Research Stages Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

Purpose Examining internal and
external points 
effecting the policy 
implementation in 
Japan

Examining the 
feasibility and 
relevancy of the current
policy framework

Proposing a revision 
for the current policy 
framework

Activity Conducting an 
overview of the 
environment where the 
policy implementation 
takes place

Using an exploratory 
case study method to 
prove relevancy or 
irrelevancy of the 
current policy 
framework

Discussing how a 
revision would further 
increase international 
labor mobility

Style Rational Rational Client advice

Focus Validity of the 
information

Reliability of the 
results

Workability and 
feasibility

Structural factors Clarifying the initiators
and implementers of 
the policies

Distinguishing public 
and private interests

Recognizing 
beneficiaries of the 
alternative framework

Time Ongoing evaluation Ongoing evaluation Ex-ante evaluation / 
Pre-assessment

Causality Investigating which 
variables actually affect
the current policy 
framework

Recognizing the 
evolution of the policy 
programs



46

4. METHODOLOGY

This section attempts to illustrate the main points of the methodological approach used in this 

exploratory study of the immigration policy in Japan. The section divides into four subsections, 

where the first section generally discusses the exploratory approach of the study, the second section 

clarifies the collection and use of data in this study, the third section explains the logic behind the 

analysis of the data, and the fourth section points out possible limitations of the approach.

4.1 Exploratory Single Case Study

As examined in section 2, the demographic change constrains the Japanese labor market causing it 

to face labor deficits in several sectors. Recognizing the need for foreign labor to fill the deficits in 

these sectors, Japanese government has taken measures in restructuring its immigration policy 

during the last couple of years; however, certain problems inhibit the government’s ability to 

increase the international labor mobility, and this study explored the problems that have received 

the attention of academic scholars in the sections 2.4 and 2.5. Under the topic of these problems, the

main assumption underpinning this study is that the current policy framework and the proper 

measures by the Japanese government trying to address the aforementioned problems. This leads to 

the research question of how the Japanese government's current immigration policy framework 

addresses the problems related to increasing international labor mobility in Japan, and how the 

policy framework and implementation of the policies increase the international labor mobility in 

Japan. The research question poses a further assumption, that the initiators of the immigration 

policy actually had an awareness about these problems.

This study aims to conduct a preliminary examination into the recent immigration policy framework

in Japan, from where we can possibly identify further research questions and problems for a more 

descriptive, concentrated study. Thus, the applied method in this research that supports the 

analytical framework from section 3 is an exploratory single case study. This study follows the case 

study design by Robert Yin (2014), one of the most distinguished scholars exploring case study 

methodology with Robert Stake (Baxter & Jack, 2008). According to Yin, a case study approach 

becomes suitable when dealing with an exploratory type of research question, researchers have no 

control over actual behavioral events, and the study focuses on contemporary events (Yin, 2014: 

Chapter 1). The case examined in this study seems to meet all the requirements lined-out by Yin.
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The single case design of the study originates from the uniqueness of the case in Japan. Though the 

examination concentrates on a rather contemporary issue, the case holds a complex historical and 

cultural background. As shown in section 2, Japan finds itself in a unique position in the 

demographic transition. Though likely that other countries will face similar transitions in the future, 

the ongoing transition and the emerging need of foreign labor for labor deficit sectors does not seem

to have historical equivalents. If several countries faced similar problems for increasing 

international labor mobility, one could consider a comparative multiple case study. Even in that 

case, as many of the recognized problems are connected to former implemented policies, this 

creates a durable comparison would have posed challenging endeavour.

Though a wide variety of different analytic techniques and methods aid in policy analysis, from the 

use of mathematical models to conducting social experiments (Fischer et al., 2007), the exploratory 

nature of this research supported the case study approach over the other techniques. Similar results, 

or even more robust ones, likely could have been achieved with exploratory surveys or interviews 

of the Japanese government officials, the limits of resources and time have also affected the 

selection of the method for the study; however, with the results achieved in the case study, a further 

inquiry into several interesting questions becomes possible in the subsequent studies.

The lack of recent academic studies of the new changes in the Japanese immigration policy 

accounts for the main reason for a more exploratory approach in this study. With the amount of 

recent changes in policy related to the recognition of the labor deficit problem by the Japanese 

government and the public debate surrounding it, the following years will surely include more 

academic literature focused on policy analysis and the current immigration policy framework of 

Japan. Perhaps, even at the time of this study, several authors are working on publications about the 

similar issues that this study explores. By connecting earlier contributions considering various 

issues related to increasing international labor mobility in Japan with the functions found in the 

recent immigration policy framework, the study attempts to contribute to the continuous discussion 

of Japan's immigration policy with a rational hypothesis creation through the exploratory 

examination. While the discussion in section 6 offers some possible solutions to the problems of the

immigration policy, the focus of the study does not seek to prove that an alternative framework to 

would serve as more effective for Japan.

An examined time frame and the policies included in the examination limit the scope of the study. 

The examined time frame spans from 2015 to June 2019, and the examined policies are all 
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recognized in the 3rd Basic Plan for Immigration Control, an immigration policy report by the 

Ministry of Justice. The Basic Plan is revised every five years, and the 4th edition is expected to be 

published in the first quarter of 2020. Though some shifts of alignment may possibly occur with the 

policy initiators thorough the examined period, it still receives treatment as a unified frame, under 

which the policy programs mutually support and converge among each other.

The study recognizes the existence of several factors other than the receiving country's immigration 

policy that affects the international labor mobility, for example, the income gaps between sending 

and receiving countries, employment and unemployment situation in both countries, availability of 

social and health care services, and transportation costs. For a study measuring the overall effect of 

a country's immigration policy, we must take into account a number of factors (Ortega & Peri, 

2009). As this study focuses on one variable of the international labor mobility, drawing broader 

conclusions about the aggregate effects of the immigration policy proves difficult, yet even with a 

focus on single variable, we can possibly impart hypotheses about the overall effects.

4.2 Data Collection

A large portion of the data used in the study comes from the Japanese Ministry of Justice, and data 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Immigration Bureau of Japan supplements this. The 

aforementioned institutions act as the main initiators and implementers of immigration policy, and 

thus, this study chooses institutions as the main targets for scrutiny. Although the study recognizes a

possible divergence of interests between the institutions (Chiavazzi, 2014), the exploration of the 

immigration policy does not focus on analyzing the divergence but examines the policy framework 

as an overarching frame which tries to address the problems of labor mobility. A further study might

strive to see how the separate institutions actually contribute to initiating and implementing the 

immigration policy in Japan.

The primary qualitative data comes from the Basic Plan for Immigration Control (3rd edition, 2015) 

and the yearly Immigration Control Reports from 2016 to 2018, all published by the Ministry of 

Justice in Japan. This data includes an overview of the legislative changes to the immigration policy

that have taken place or are under implementation. The examined government acts include the 

following: Act for Partial Amendment of the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act 

(2016), Act for Partial Amendment of the Act on National Strategic Special Zones and Act on 

Special Zones Structural Reform (2017), and Act on Proper Technical Intern Training and 
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Protection of Technical Intern Trainees (2017). The study also includes notions from the Japan 

revitalization strategy (2016) and the new Immigration Services Agency of Japan. Supplementing 

the qualitative data, the study compiles a set of quantitative data as time series as examined in the 

subsection 2.3.2.

While it would have been possible to examine the primary data from the Japanese government's 

legislative acts, the aim of the study directs the focus on the analysis towards a set of realized 

actions (or planned actions) that have been regulated by the legislative change. Thus, for the 

purposes of the study, a detailed examination of the actual legislature is not deemed necessary. A 

detailed examination of the legislative acts would have also required cooperation with a specialist in

Japanese law.

4.3 Path Towards Analyzing the Data

To find answers to the research questions and to create hypotheses related to it, the study applies an 

organizational-level logic model for analyzing the data. The organization in the study is the 

Japanese government and the ministries and agencies working under it to initiate and implement 

immigration policy.

As examined in the section 3.1, the Japanese government is seen as a rational actor that initiates and

implements the immigration policy by recognizing a positive role of knowledge in policy making. 

When the need for foreign labor is recognized, in the light of demographic change and sectoral 

labor deficits, the government is expected use the knowledge of this new demand to change their 

immigration policy accordingly. In other words, the changes to the immigration policy is recognized

as a rational attempt of the government to address an alteration in the spatial environment. In this 

sense, the government's immigration policy is seen as an evolutionary rational process which does 

not have clear starting or ending points, and always has motion. We can view this as something 

responsive to the internal and external influence, but at the same time reflecting the preference of 

the national interest groups to a degree, since the populace democratically elect the policy initiators 

in Japan. In this sense, the scrutiny of the immigration policy can be seen as ongoing evaluation 

instead of ex-post evaluation.

Though debatable whether or not the policy initiators possess full awareness of the realities 

affecting the change in the spatial environment, we exclude the possibility of a rational government 
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initiating a policy that completely conflicts with the recognized reality. Thus, the government has a 

set of possible actions that it considers to address the problem correctly. In this case, the actions 

amount to changing the immigration and residency procedures to increase the inflow of foreign 

workers, making changes to the current programs that try to increase international labor mobility, 

and creating a new agency to oversee emigration and immigration.

Figure 4.1 Logic model

Figure 4.1 attempts to illustrate the cause-effect patterns related to the revision of the immigration 

policy in Japan. Following the logic model concept by Yin (2014), the graph follows a linear 

sequence depicting the chain of occurrences related to the evolution of the immigration policy. A 

simplified model of the policy process introduced by Fischer et al. (2007) in the Handbook of 

Public Policy Analysis complements Yin's logic model. The left side of the graph shows the starting 

situation in the chronological continuum before changes were made into the immigration policy, 

and the right side end shows the logical target of the policy revision. The evolutionary sequence is 

situated within the policy cycle framework, which depicts an evolving political process of policy-

making. The five stages of the policy cycle, namely agenda-setting, policy-formulation, decision-

making, implementation and evaluation, located at the background of the case reflect an ideal type 

of rational planning and decision making (Fischer et al., 2007: 44).

The main use of the logic model in the analysis involves comparing the empirically observed 

sequence with the hypothetical one depicted in the logic model, depicted as the sequence located 

below the policy cycle framework in the figure. In case the observed sequence does not match the 

one depicted in the model, one can possibly construct hypotheses related to the inconsistencies. As 

this study aims to offer an exploratory scrutiny into the Japan's current immigration policy 
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framework, we might also consider the lack of inconsistencies as a valid outcome.

The study hypothesizes three distinct types of sequences for observation from the logic model. In 

the first type of sequence, a correct type of intervention, or policy change, addresses a realized 

inhibitor. This leads to an outcome that increases international labor mobility. Presuming a 

rationality of the policy process, we would expect to find this sequence most often.

The second type of sequence would follow the first sequence, but diverges from it by introducing an

unexpected outcome. The intervention being correct, this sequence leads to a hypothesis creation of 

the external factors that might have influenced the outcome. An unexpected outcome resulting from 

a policy lag would represent a second type of sequence.

The third type of sequence considers an intervention that does not matching a problem that the 

intervention tries to fix. This type of sequence could result from miscalculation of the variables that 

affect the problem, or a conscious choice of planning a mismatching intervention. In this case, the 

hypothesis creation would address the possible factors that might have caused the mismatch 

between the realized problem and the intervention; however, a mismatching intervention possibly 

proceeds an outcome where international labor mobility in Japan increases. This would shift the 

focus in hypothesis creation towards realizing the variables affected by the intervention.

In a case where the policy does not consider any of the problems discussed in the literature review, 

the study attempts to use the logic model to distinguish possible problems the intervention affects.

To construct a sequence from the data, the contents of the current immigration policy framework 

fall under detailed analysis. The main focus remains with content where the international labor 

mobility is directly addressed. The secondary focus deals with content where the labor mobility is 

indirectly addressed. To separate relevant data from the less relevant, a set of indicators is used to 

facilitate the process. Other than the keywords from the names of the formerly implemented labor 

mobility increasing policies, any sections considering foreign labor and immigrant workers, also 

worded separately as, ”labor” and ”worker”, are examined in detail.
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4.4 Potential Limitations

One of the potential problems with analyzing the data concerns the analytical approach of the study.

Though the policy implementers have surely recognized the internal factors, those related to 

implemented policies, inhibiting international labor mobility in Japan, one of the external factors 

has possibly not received adequate attention by the Japanese officials. As examined in the section 

2.5.1, the inflexible labor market and its functions, lifetime employment and seniority wage-

structure, represents this external factor limiting international labor mobility. Without interviewing 

the policy implementers, measuring whether the public officials see the inflexibility as a problem 

that mainly affects the international workers in Japan proves difficult, thus the study refrains from 

attempting to construct hypotheses related to this particular problem.

Another concern arises from the possibility for the policy process of the Japanese government to 

actually depict something drastically different from the hypothetical sequence depicted in the 

model. Although an overview of the most recent Basic Plan for Immigration Control and its 

predecessors indicates that the policy process follows the hypothetical sequence used in the model, 

there exists a minuscule possibility that the actual policy process is different from what is insinuated

from the published reports. Even in such a case, the study could answer the exploratory research 

question, but the subsequent hypothesis creation would receive a reduced significance.
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5. ANALYSIS

This sections uses the logic model discussed in section 4.3 for analyzing the overall immigration 

policy framework of Japan, including the recognition of problems and actual implementation of the 

policies. The purpose of the analysis aims to see how the policies reflect the underlying problems 

for increasing international labor mobility in Japan, and how the mobility increases as the result of 

the implementation of these policies. The section divides into several subsections according to the 

main topics of the policies, specifically section 5.1 considers technical intern training, section 5.2 

discusses multicultural coexistence policy, section 5.3 examines the care worker policy, and the 

section 5.4 focuses on a set of policies regarding foreign human resources contributing to economic 

growth in Japan.

5.1 Technical Intern Training

The most recent Basic Plan for Immigration Control recognizes a wide array of problems, most of 

the problems reflect the ones examined by various authors in the section 2.4.1. The plan recognizes 

the existence of supervising and implementing organization that improperly accept trainees into the 

programs. Also, the verity of using technical intern trainees as cheap substitute labor, and the 

indirect admission to a violation of the trainees’ human rights. To amend the recognized problems, 

the plan suggests measures to optimize the training system and to expand it based on the original 

purpose of the intern training program. (MOJ, 2015: 28).

For optimization of the training program, the policy plan lists the following measures of a system of

program result assessment by testing the trainee skills with a mandatory examination at the end of 

the internship, creation of a new organization to auditing supervising and implementing 

organizations, developing a system for technical intern trainees to report misconducts, establishing 

new penalty provisions for supervising and implementing organizations that have committed 

misconducts, and making arrangements with the authorities in the dispatching countries to exclude 

organizations that collect deposits or engage in misconducts (MOJ, 2015: 28-29). For the expansion

and revision of the program, the policy plan narrates several measures that permit an expansion of 

the internship or re-training to allow the acquisition of more advanced skills, increase trainee quotas

for reputable implementing organizations, and increase the amount of subject occupations. (MOJ, 

2015: 29).
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The actual realization of the aforementioned policies seems to match the realized policy objectives. 

The establishment of the Organization for Technical Intern Training (OTIT) in 2017 represents one 

of the crucial measures to realize the policy objectives. The main functions of the new organization 

lie in accreditation of training plans, licensing the supervising organizations, conducting onsite 

inspections of the implementing organizations, managing the communication between the 

government and the supervising organizations, and offering support and protection for the technical 

intern trainees (OTIT, 2019).

OTIT has created a set of criteria for both the accreditation of technical intern training plans and the

licensing of the supervising organizations. OTIT also sets requirements for sending organizations in 

the foreign countries to reduce the amount of possible misconducts. Under the new system, 

misconducting supervising organizations become subject to revocation of their license, including 

penal provisions depending on the misconduct (OTIT, 2019: 16-17). The new organization directly 

addresses the communication problems between the sending and supervising organizations, the 

quality control, and the proper measures for securing rights of the trainees. As section 2.4.1 

recognized the lack of institutional support, OTIT seems to resolve the concern of it.

The lack of proper remuneration for the work done by the trainees (see section 2.4.1) represents one

of the most frequently appearing problems of the technical intern training program, according to 

researchers. Some employers view trainees as cheap substitute labor in contrast to native laborers, 

who demand at least minimum wage for their work. According to the revised plan, one of the 

accreditation criteria of the training program requires that trainees receive adequate compensation 

for their labor equally with Japanese labor for the same kind of work (OTIT, 2019: 7). Though not 

directly stated, one can interpret that the remuneration equals or exceeds the national minimum 

wage, as a higher trainee wage/minimum wage ratio leads to a higher score for the supervising 

organization in license examination (OTIT, 2019: 10).

For the increased functionality, OTIT works in cooperation with Japan International Training 

Cooperation Organization, JITCO, a general support organization for all trainee programs in Japan. 

Together, they offer support for all the stakeholders in the technical intern training process, even 

individual consultation for trainees in their native language (JITCO, 2019C). Also, the new system 

provides trainees with shelters, a possibility to change the implementing organization during the 

training, and an option to hold direct contact with government officials (OTIT, 2019). This will 

likely reduce the chances of a trainee seeking to work in illegal sectors or overstaying his or her 



55

visa.

A considerable expansion to the program has also occurred, as the total length of a program for an 

individual extended to five years (MOJ, 2016: 71), and the numbers of trainees per implementing 

program doubled (OTIT, 2019: 1). The total job categories eligible for technical intern training also 

increased to 80 as of May 2019 (OTIT, 2019: 18). The expansion seems to align with the objective 

of increasing the mobility of labor and finding workers for the labor deficit sectors.

The current policy framework for the technical intern training program seems to address the 

problems explored in section 2.4.1, and the starkly increased number of trainees enlisted in the 

programs from 2015 to 2017 suggests the effect of the intervention by the revision of the program 

(see appendix 1). For the technical intern training program, the results seem to follow the first type 

of sequence recognized from the logic model.

5.2 Multicultural Coexistence

In the Basic Plan for Immigration Control (2015), multicultural coexistence policy receives the 

name of “Contributing to the Realization of a Symbiotic Society Co-existing with Foreign Nationals

through Accurate Operation of the Residency Management System, etc”. The policy framework 

divides into two sections, where the first one examines the revision of the residency management 

system and the second one focuses on the realization of symbiotic co-existence.

The residency management system represents a new system that replaced the previous alien 

registration system in 2009. In the new system, the Ministry of Justice keeps the records of the 

foreign residents and provides the necessary information to the municipal governments when 

required. Through the revision of the system, the policy attempts to increase information sharing 

between the central and municipal governments to realize essential administrative services and to 

give municipal governments tools to pursue their vision of symbiotic co-existence. (MOJ, 2015: 31-

32).

The policy for realization of symbiotic co-existence promotes the efforts to include the foreign 

population in the society as “people” and “residents” by providing language education to 

immigrants and their children, employment and housing support, and consideration of the “rights” 

of the foreign nationals. The policy recognizes the necessity of the municipal and central 
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governments to work in cooperation to achieve the coexistence objectives. (MOJ, 2015: 32).

An examination of immigration control reports from 2016, 2017, and 2018 denote the fact that the 

Japanese government has achieved little in implementing the multicultural coexistence policies. 

From 2001, municipalities with large foreign population have held meetings where they discussed 

information related to policies affecting foreign residents (MOJ, 2016: 102). Though the 

Immigration Bureau and other relevant ministries have attended the meetings (MOJ, 2018: 115), the

reports show no stronger role of the bureaucracies of the central government in the implementation 

of the policies. Though the Immigration Bureau has taken part in the considerations for the 

multicultural coexistence policy in the relevant councils and meetings (MOJ, 2017: 117), the results

from the data show the preference of the government in favoring local approaches led by the 

municipal governments.

With the multicultural coexistence policy, both the policy objectives and implementation do not 

seem to match the recognized problems in section 2.4.2. Though the policy objectives mention the 

importance of education for foreign residents, the implementation lacks any mention of it. Also, at 

the time of this study, the consideration of the “rights” of the foreign nationals stays at the planning 

level without central government incentives to implement the policy. Furthermore, no discussion 

occurs regarding the importance of convergent visa policy for offering more equal rights for the 

foreign residents, nor national provisions for anti-discrimination legal frameworks.

On top of the aforementioned factors, the lack of discussion about possible central government 

funding for immigrant education imparts the Japanese government’s approach toward the 

multicultural coexistence policy. The central government's bureaucracies join the discussion of 

municipal governments for reviewing the policy, yet it takes no role in the actual implementation of 

it. Some problems receive recognition, but the implementation does not address them. Therefore, 

the sequence for this section would seem to follow a third type of sequence derived from the logic 

model.

As the central government participates in the multicultural coexistence policy dialogue with the 

municipalities and has funded research of the topic (MIC, 2006), the government not recognizing 

the problems related to the multicultural coexistence policy represents an unlikely possibility. Thus, 

investigating the decision of delegating the implementation of the policy for municipalities 

describes a point of interest. One of the hypotheses derived from the statistical data and the 
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concentration of foreign residents in certain prefectures of Japan is that while the total numbers of 

foreign residents in Japan remain small and the problems related to assimilation receive no attention

from the public, the central government focuses its resources on more urgent areas of immigration 

policy. Scrutiny of the aforementioned topic would possibly require interviewing the central 

government bureaucrats from the Ministry of Justice and the Immigration Bureau.

As examined in the section 2.3.1, the current visa system in Japan is rather complicated with several

special conditions and attributes incorporated to specific categories. Instead of making the visa 

categories more convergent, the government has recently included new categories with special 

benefits. A hypothesis of the divergent visa system could be made from the above data that the 

Japanese government seems to prefer certain types of labor over others, more precisely a preference

of highly skilled labor over a low or medium skilled one. The study will further elaborate on this 

preference in the analysis of government's policy on highly skilled foreign labor.

5.3 Care Workers

The current immigration policy framework discusses the need of foreign care workers to address the

need in light of a rapidly aging native population. The main route to address the shortage in care 

workers revolves around signing Economic Partnership Agreements (EPA) with Indonesia, 

Philippines and Vietnam (MOJ, 2015: 23).

All three examined Immigration Control Reports, from 2016, 2017 & 2018, report on the progress 

of planned EPA's with new countries, but the care workers receive little attention in the 

examination. Each of the reports recounts the number of care workers coming through different 

EPA's, but the only mention of the implementation of the policy lies in the establishment of the 

“Nursing Care” residence status (MOJ, 2017: 78) and including the category of nursing care to 

accepted job categories for technical intern training programs (MOJ, 2019: 73). The examined data 

shows no signs of discussion about the results emerging from introducing foreign care workers in 

Japan.

Unlike with technical intern training, the care worker policy does not seem to recognize the 

problems discussed by various authors in section 2.4.3. This result is bizarre in the light of 

recognition in the immigration policy framework, that care take sector is considered as one of the 

crucial labor deficit sectors, and the need for foreign labor becomes apparent for maintaining the 
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quality health care services for aging population in Japan.

Though the care worker policy does not seem to match any of the sequential paths recognized from 

the logic model, it seems follow the objective of increasing the amount of foreign care workers by 

signing new EPAs and attracting nursing trainees. The total amount of care worker candidates 

coming to Japan through EPAs has grown modestly from 3,100 until the end of fiscal year (FY) of 

2015 to 4,732 at the end of the FY in 2017. At the time of this study, the numbers of care worker 

technical intern training could not be deployed as the data sets from JITCO continued until the end 

of FY 2016 and the care worker was included as a job category in programs from 2017. Even if as 

many care worker candidates entered technical intern programs as from the EPAs, in total 10,000 

care workers, it still accounts less than 2% of the total working visa holders in Japan.

As the care worker policy is relatively new and the total impact of the foreign care workers in Japan

remains comparably small, we can hypothesize that the Japanese government has not managed to 

yet evaluate the policy implementation in a way that any organization could make reports about 

them. As care work remains as one of the key labor deficit sectors, it will surely receive more 

attention in the next immigration policy framework published in 2020. Possibly, evaluative work is 

happening at the time of this study.

5.4 Human Resources Contributing to Economic Growth

The Japanese government has adopted a set of policies for accepting foreign labor that contribute to 

economic growth in Japan.  The three policies under the framework consist of the promotion of the 

acceptance of foreign nationals in professional and technical fields in response to changes in the 

economy and society, the promotion of the acceptance of highly-skilled foreign nationals, and the 

acceptance of foreign nationals in fields in urgent need of human resources (MOJ, 2015: 23-24).

The first policy considers the need of human resources that emerges from the changes to the 

economy and society in Japan. As the native population ages, the need to increase foreign care 

workers becomes considered a necessity that derives from the societal change in Japan. In order to 

introduce more foreign labor in Japan, the policy plan promotes the measures to create mutual 

certification of qualifications with other countries (MOJ, 2015: 23). With a mutual certification 

system for data processing engineers in, for example Japan and Vietnam, data engineers from both 

countries could work in related activities in either Japan or Vietnam without the need for further 
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certificates.

The second policy considers highly-skilled foreign nationals who would contribute to Japan's 

economic growth. To ensure a smooth settling down for the highly-skilled foreign labor, the policy 

mentions a need of widening the government's administrative fields of living, education, or welfare 

(MOJ, 2015: 24).

The third policy considers the time-limited acceptance of foreign labor in fields with an urgent need

of human resources. The policy mentions the Great East Japan Earthquake reconstruction work and 

construction work for the 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games as examples of the projects urgently 

requiring foreign labor. The policy recognizes the need of a central government management system

to measure the fields that require foreign labor. This secures the conditions and benefits of the 

Japanese workers in these fields. (MOJ, 2015: 25).

The implementation for the first policy considers the acceptance of low to medium skilled foreign 

workers to counter a labor shortage in economic sectors that represent a strategic importance on a 

national level. The ”Special Zones” listed in the ”Act for Partial Amendment of the Act on National 

Strategic Special Zones and the Act on Special Zones for Structural Reform” consist of 

entrepreneurs, foreigners conducting housekeeping services, foreigners conducting agricultural 

works, and foreigners supporting overseas demand development. (MOJ, 2018: 78-80).

We can divide the perks of this system into the roughly three categories of incentives, deregulation 

and business & living support. The most interesting issue from the perspective of foreign workers, 

lies in the deregulation in the sectors under the special zones, more precisely special exceptions for 

immigration procedures. In the case of the special zone program for Tokyo, the application 

procedure to issue a Certificate of Eligibility for Status of Residence, a document needed to apply 

for residency, shortens from 1-3 months to 10 days (Invest Tokyo, 2019). Also, substituting current 

landing criteria with foreign qualifications and examinations becomes possible (MOJ, 2018: 80).

The first policy seems to address issues regarding the complicated set of immigration procedures for

foreign labor when entering Japan (see section 2.3.1). For sectors with labor deficits, the relaxed 

criteria to obtain visas could increase the number of applicants for the visas. For foreign 

entrepreneurs, the possibility of obtaining a “business manager” visa without fulfilling all the 

requirements, for instance the new policy allows 6 months’ time to fulfill all the requirements, can 
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reduce the costs for starting a business in Japan (MOJ, 2018: 78). The extension of the time for the 

entrepreneur to fulfill visa requirements is being considered at the time of this study (MOJ, 2018: 

82).

The implementation of the second policy promoting the acceptance of highly-skilled foreign 

nationals considers a set of preferential treatment discussed in section 2.3.1. Other than the renewed

visas for highly-skilled foreign nationals, the policy implementation includes publicity measures to 

attract foreign professionals (MOJ, 2018: 77), and reduces the required residency time for highly-

skilled professionals to receive permission for permanent residency in Japan through the “Japanese 

Green Card for Highly-Skilled Foreign Professionals” (MOJ, 2018: 78).

The intervention created with the second policy seems to tackle the problem of lacking highly-

skilled foreign professionals in Japan. Though not a problem for international labor mobility in 

itself, an increase of foreign professionals in management positions in Japan can further attract 

foreign labor through changing management styles and internationalization.

The implementation of the third policy considers several separate acts from the central bureaucracy. 

Though the revision to the residence management system was underway during the most recent 

immigration control report (2018), implementers took measures to increase foreign labor in urgent 

labor deficit sectors. For technical interns that have completed their internship in construction work,

a possibility to receive a “designated activities” working visa became available in 2015. For 

shipbuilding and the shipping industry, the governmental institution adopted special measures to 

certify trustworthy supervising organizations to accept foreign shipbuilding workers under special 

conditions for two years, for foreigners that have completed technical intern training II, or three 

years, for foreigners that have completed technical intern training III. The time limited measures for

these sectors received an extension to until the FY 2022 (MOJ, 2018: 80-81).

Other time limited measures include increasing the acceptance of foreign labor from overseas 

subsidiaries of Japanese manufacturers (MOJ, 2016: 76), relaxing the visa requirements for foreign 

ski instructors applying for the “skilled labor” visa (MOJ, 2017: 88), and allowing foreign fashion 

design students in Japan an eligibility of changing their status of residence for finding work in Japan

after graduation (MOJ, 2018: 81). Also, the government approved fourth generation foreign 

nationals of Japanese descent with a certain level of Japanese language proficiency to engage in 

activities in Japan to deepen their knowledge of Japanese language and culture for the maximum 
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period of five years (MOJ, 2018: 82).

The implementation of the third policy seems to match the objectives in the policy framework, and 

address the problem of urgent sectoral labor deficits by easing the requirements to obtain working 

visas. The plan to lure fourth generation Japanese descendants to enter Japan seems to reflect the 

interest of the central government for introducing potential workers that have possibly a higher 

chance for naturalization and assimilation into the society than a foreigner without prior ties to 

Japan. The myth of Japanese homogeneity perpetuated by the government officials (Chung, 2010: 

58; Yamanaka, 1993) seem to persistent.

On a whole, the policy of attracting human resources contributing to economic growth seems to 

follow the first type of sequence in the logic model with recognized problems, clear planning and 

logical ways to intervene the notions; however, as the measures concentrate on a minuscule number 

of work sectors, the overall impact of these policies for international labor mobility becomes 

debatable. As the policies possess substantial time limitations, we cannot easily view these as 

sustainable solutions to the sectoral labor deficit problem, unless the considered sectors are 

expanded upon or the time limitations extended.
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6. DISCUSSION

Through applying an exploratory case study design, the study has been exploring questions about 

international labor mobility in Japan. The focus of the study has been in examining the environment

surrounding the immigration policymaking in Japan, exploring problems that inhibit the 

international labor mobility in Japan, and scrutinizing how the current policy framework addresses 

the aforementioned problems and how it enhances the labor mobility. The study shows a rather 

discordant set of answers to the research questions at hand. The section divides into two 

subsections, where the first one discusses the main findings of the study and the second one offers a

brief proposition for a further increase of international labor in Japan.

6.1 Main Findings

Perhaps, the most interesting result of the study lies in the way how the current policy framework 

and the subsequent interventions create a highly selective immigration policy in Japan. Though the 

policy framework recognizes the need of foreign labor in Japan, it offers eclectic measures to 

increase international labor mobility for few key sectors. In the framework, some of the policies are 

more elaborated with intricate interventions, while some matters receive little or no attention. The 

main findings discussed in this section can separate into four main themes of time-limited and 

selective approach of the government to increase international labor mobility, clear preference for 

high skilled foreign labor over less skilled one, reluctance of major reforms in opening the labor 

market for foreign labor, and the lack of centralized support for multicultural coexistence. The 

discussion of the findings proceeds without subsections as the themes partly overlap and some of 

the explored factors mutually reinforce each other.

Though the current policy framework recognizes the need of foreign workers to address labor 

deficits related to the demographic transition, the actual actions to increase international labor 

mobility considers a small amount of sectors and has time-limit restrictions. One of the examined 

policies that attempts to increase time-limited labor mobility, the only policy program that directly 

follows a first type of sequence of the logic model, is the technical intern training program. The 

revision and expansion of the training programs shows the recognition of previous problems, and 

offers solutions that seemingly considerably increase the operability of the programs. The 

implementation of the changes matches the planned policy objectives, and thus shows a rational 

progressive path from the agenda-setting to the implementation. The expanded program likely 
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attracts foreign students and workers, providing skills and knowledge for the trainees and labor for 

the Japanese enterprises. Even with the expansion of the program to a maximum of 5 years of 

traineeship, and measures to make it easier for trainees to acquire working visas after the 

internships, the technical intern training programs compare to something similar to a guest working 

programs in the United States or Germany. The trainees do not have recognition as permanent 

immigrants, and they have the expectation to return to their home country after completing the 

training programs. The revision and the expansion of the program seems to reflect the government's 

preference for time-limited extra labor supply for key specific sectors.

The creation of a new visa category for skilled workers (see section 2.3.1) and time-limited relaxing

of visa requirements for foreign labor in fields with urgent need of human resources can be seen to 

denote the aforementioned preference. The time limited acceptance of foreign labor also ties to the 

selective visa policy in Japan. The visas for more skill intensive sectors have longer periods of stay, 

while the less skill intensive ones have generally shorter periods of stay.

The time-limited measures for increasing the international labor mobility and selective visa policy 

only represent parts of the larger whole when examining the immigration policy in Japan, where 

considerable investments advance these measures. One hypothesis emerges from the realization that

the Japanese government prefers the time-limited measures for their manageability. As the situation 

in the labor market constantly remains in motion, the more easily measurable and manageable time 

limited operations allow a relatively rapid change into the policy if required. A wider relaxation to 

immigration procedures visa requirements could suddenly increase the flow of immigrants to a 

degree that policy changes have a more difficult time controlling. Therefore, regardless of the 

recognized need of foreign labor, the Japanese government displays a restrictive approach to the 

labor inflow, perhaps too restrictive for creating an actual impact on the labor market considering 

the dire need of labor in several sectors.

Though highly unlikely, the Japanese government possibly lacks the relevant data from the labor 

market for making long term decisions about increasing foreign labor. Considering that the policy 

initiators have a large set of available quarterly data from the Statistics Bureau of Japan, namely 

Labour Force Surveys, etc., (SBJ, 2019), and that the private interests groups, such as the Trade 

Union Confederation, actively lobby for the implementation of certain policies, the government 

likely has more than adequate data to use for decision-making. A further inquiry to the agenda-

setting and initiation of the policy process would alleviate these concerns.
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The restrictive approach does not seem to consider highly skilled foreign labor. The current 

immigration framework and the changes to visa policy clearly reflects the government’s preference 

for highly skilled foreigners over less skilled ones. The government does not restrict the preferential

treatment to immigration procedures, visa acquisition and naturalization, but the PR-measures 

directed to attract highly skilled foreign labor to Japan also display this preferential treatment. 

Though the English information about less skill intensive working visas prove rather inconclusive, 

the Immigration Bureau of Japan has provided separate web sites for the highly skilled foreigners 

that consider to moving into Japan. Also the pension system and the realized social security 

agreements (see 2.5.1) with European and North American countries seem to denote the 

government’s preference.

The crucial question lies in why the government prefers highly skilled foreign labor over less 

skilled labor, at least officially, even when the labor deficits come from the less skilled intensive 

sectors. Public security could present one answer to the question (Komai, 2000; Rochel, 2018 & 

Chiavacci, 2012). Even with the recognition that increasing low skilled foreign labor would not 

directly deteriorate public security, a radical government's reform could increase the ever existent 

security debate in the public, as the public opinion remains still widely divergent (see section 2.5.2).

Any problems related to increased amount of foreign residents in Japan would receive wide public 

attention, and offer the opposition tools to strike against the ruling party. We might hypothesize that 

the divergent public opinion binds the hands of policy initiators to a degree.

Another reason for the preference stems from a purely economic perspective. As explained by 

Chiavacci (2012), a preference for open high-skill immigration policy springs from the idea that 

highly skilled foreigners bring fiscal benefits, related to increasing innovations and productivity, 

while low skilled foreigners increase costs, higher social welfare costs and adverse effects on 

natives wages. The possible adverse effects on native nurses’ wages probably tie the government's 

hands in planning a more functioning care worker policy. The influence of national social interest 

groups, such as the Japanese Nursing Association and the Japanese Association for of Certified Care

Workers, remains considerable for the aforementioned policy.

In the real world, the situation becomes much more multidimensional. Chiavacci mentions that 

specialists contest the economic and fiscal merits and demerits from the inflow of high and low 

skilled foreigners, as the empirical evidence and economic model calculations have offered 
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contradictory results (Chiavacci, 2012: 28). In order to offer more robust answers to the question, a 

further study could focus in gathering answers directly from the policymakers.

Whatever the true reason for the preference, the current system does not support a need for robust 

multicultural coexistence policy. As the increase to the international labor mobility remains 

selective, restricted with time and scope, the current government does not seem to regard the 

absence of an actual centrally planned and implemented multicultural coexistence as a significant 

problem for the immigration policy. No recognizable, extensive relaxation of the immigration 

policy which would open the Japanese labor market for foreigners and considerably increase the 

amount of long term foreign residents in Japan means that the government seems to trust the 

municipalities to solve the problems with multicultural coexistence. The time-limited measures and 

expansion of the training programs seemingly increase the numbers of foreign residents, but the 

actual increase likely varies by region. For example, a time-limited relaxation for foreign 

shipbuilders would increase the number of foreign residents in the municipalities with functioning 

shipyards.

One hypothesis for the lack of governmental support for the realization of the multicultural 

coexistence is the varying foreign populations in prefectures. With selective visa policy and time-

limited acceptance of foreign labor, the prefectures will attract different types of foreign population 

depending on the major industries in the prefectures. Municipalities with shipyards attract 

shipbuilders, prefectures with large construction projects accumulate foreign construction workers. 

Thus, each prefecture would face different problems with diverse foreign populations. As proposed 

by Kwak (2009) in section 2.4.2, versatile local efforts could prove even more effective than the 

centrally planned ones. The recognition of the various problems for multicultural coexistence, such 

as the lack of language education for foreign residents and their families, etc., in the current 

immigration policy framework, followed by the lack of efforts in implementation seems to firmly 

support this hypothesis.

Other possible explanations for the lack of centrally planned and implemented multicultural 

coexistence policy lie in the minuscule total foreign population in Japan (see section 2.3), the lack 

of financial resources to make an intervention, and a governmental decision to invest in more 

significant parts of the immigration policy.

Measure a direction of the causal relation between the Japanese government's preference of 
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foreigners with Japanese skills or Japanese background and the lack of multicultural coexistence 

policies proves a difficult task. Though possible that the lack of pre-existing system promote 

multicultural coexistence on a national scale encouraging the government to accept foreigners with 

better capabilities for naturalization and assimilation into the Japanese society, the promotion of a 

certain type of foreigners possibly renders the multicultural framework unnecessary.

Examining the factual results, the current immigration framework seemingly favors foreigners with 

Japanese language skills or heritage. For example, care workers attempting to acquire certificates 

for the working visas in Japan need to pass a relatively high level language examination on top of 

the evaluation of their working skills. The preferential treatment for Nikkeijin, Japanese 

descendants of the third generation, or even fourth generation in the current policy framework, has 

remained a part of the Japan's immigration policy from the 1990s (Tian, 2018: 1496-1499).

This preference possibly maintains ties with the persistent sentiment of Japanese homogeneity. 

Already discussed by Yamanaka in 1993, and also in more recent contributions by Roberts (2017) 

and Peng (2016), the persistence of the idea of cultural homogeneity in national identity can 

seemingly hinder major changes to the immigration policy. Many nationals, even government 

officials, possibly still see the foreign long term residents without proper Japanese knowledge as a 

threat to the social harmony and security in Japan. On the other hand, many nationals would view 

the Japanese descendants and foreigners with Japanese language skills and cultural knowledge as 

less disruptive to the harmony of the nation. The highly skilled foreign professionals likely fall into 

part of the latter group of less-disruptive foreign people.

This places the policy initiators in a difficult position. If the government deems that the current 

system of introducing foreign labor fails to sufficiently address the labor shortages, the government 

likely must consider further relaxation of the immigration policy, thus leading to a possible 

disturbance of societal harmony without a robust multicultural coexistence policy as the absolute 

foreign population in Japan grows. As discussed in the section 2.4.2, the new multicultural 

framework would have to address legal issues, education, and various forms of support for the 

foreign residents. The establishment of national multicultural framework would require a major 

investment from the central government but increasing the international labor mobility in Japan by 

other means represents another possibility. The next section discusses a possible alternative.
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6.2 Temporary Working Scheme

For policy frameworks that will increase the movement of labor, both Pritchett (2006) and Rodrik 

(2012) introduce an idea of increased temporary mobility for unskilled or low-skill labor. Pritchett 

examines several accommodations for such policies, while Rodrik considers an implementation of a

temporary work visa scheme. The section compiles a proposition for increasing international labor 

mobility in Japan following Pritchett's accommodations and Rodrik's proposal. The discussion 

focuses on remarks on how Japan already implements elements of the proposal, and how the rest 

could find implementation. The proposal reflects against the results found in this study.

Pritchett's number one accommodation regards bilateral agreements. He proposes that agreements 

about the movement of labor would be bilateral or unilateral without multilateral or international 

binding commitments. This would allow varying national solutions that reflect the domestic politics

and domestic policy preferences (Pritchett, 2006: 121-122).

Japan, having traditionally relied heavily on global or universal trade agreements, has turned 

towards bilateral trade agreements in the 21st century (Pempel & Urata, 2005). As introduced earlier

in this work, these Economic Partnership Agreements can include reductions to tariffs, increased 

labor mobility (see section 2.4.3), and increased cooperation in financial regulation (MOFA, 2018), 

while excluding sectors with particular national interest, namely agriculture for Japan (ADB, 2006: 

9). Currently, 18 Economic Partnership Agreements and Free Trade Agreements function in place 

and 5 remain under negotiation at the time of this study (MOFA, 2019B).

For the robust implementation of the revised technical intern training program, the Japanese 

government has signed a Memorandum of Cooperation (MOC) with 14 countries. According to the 

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW), MOCs aim to increase cooperation between the 

sending and receiving countries in a way that the sending countries can certify sending 

organizations to ensure smooth operation of the technical intern training programs. (MHLW, 2019).

Pritchett's number two accommodation lies close to Rodrik's proposal of a temporary working visa 

scheme. Pritchett argues that temporary programs would increase the amount of beneficiaries of the 

increased labor mobility, as the aggregate amounts of people immigrating into developed countries 

actually represents quite a small amount. Instead of having somewhat ”permanent” immigrants 

moving into a developed country, a flow of temporary workers would allow possibilities for a larger
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amount of people in the developing countries, not to even mention the developmental benefits the 

returning migrants would bring in with them. This temporary nature of the programs would also 

possibly reduce political opposition to migration, where arguments of “culture clashes” between 

natives and permanent immigrant populations often come into discussion (Pritchett, 2006: 122-

123).

The current immigration policy framework in Japan already shows the preference for time-limited 

measures for increasing the international labor mobility. With the persistent political opposition and 

divergent public opinion for increasing immigration, temporary schemes have less of a likelihood to

cause public unrest.

Rodrik develops the idea of temporary working even further with his plan of a temporary working 

visa scheme. He proposes that the program would have a “life-cycle” of five, thereafter the old 

workers would be replaced with new ones. Instead of greater immigration, his plan considers 

curtailed immigration. Rodrik recognizes a major problem in a lack of incentives for workers to 

return back to their home countries after the program. Therefore, he suggests sticks and carrots for 

workers that would increase those incentives, both host countries' and home countries' governments 

would offer these sticks and carrots to reduce illegal overstays. Rodrik introduces one of the 

“carrots” as a system where a portion of immigrant worker's earnings enter blocked accounts which 

become available for use when the workers return to their home country. This system would offer a 

pool of resources available for different kinds of investing at the home country, possibly motivating 

entrepreneurship as well. As one of the “sticks”, Rodrik mentions penalties for governments whose 

immigrants overstay their visas. For the amount of “overstaying” workers, the quotas for the next 

weave of working visas could be reduced. This would probably make the governments of the 

countries from where the workers migrate, consider different incentives for the returnees (Rodrik, 

2012: 268-272).

The active technical intern training program in Japan meets Rodrik's requirements of a curtailed 

immigration and notions of the Pritchett's third accommodation which includes specific 

occupational quotas (Pritchett, 2006: 124). Pritchett offers two alternative ways to regulate the flow 

of workers. In the first alternative plan, “labor mobility brokers”, companies that would hire 

workers for companies in need of foreign workers would come into existence (Pritchett, 2006: 126).

In this plan, these “broker” companies would regulate the worker flow. The second alternative plan 

would involve contracts between firms in need of immigrant labor and firms in sending countries 
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that can provide the workers (Pritchett, 2006: 126).

In the active technical intern training program system the government sets quotas for companies 

willing to hire trainees, measures to protect the interests of the trainees, penalties for the companies 

for misusing trainees, and strict certification of the sending and receiving organizations. The 

governmental organization, OTIT (see section 5.1) supervises operations, and also acts as a 

mediator between the private companies and the policy initiators. Though the technical intern 

training program in Japan does not include harsh “sticks and carrots” approach, as instructed by 

Rodrik, the plan complies with the recommendations for a temporary working scheme by the both 

authors.

Several authors view the technical intern training program as a de facto guest worker program 

(Mazumi, 2019; Tian, 2018 & Takenoshita, 2016).  With the recent revisions to the program, not 

many factors would require adjusting for the program to turn into a fully-fledged guest worker 

program. One of the major factors still limiting the labor mobility stems from the required time to 

that must be spent out of Japan between the phases (I, II and III) of the program. Though this can 

strengthen the incentives for the trainees to return to their home country after the completion of the 

program, at the same time this increases the transportation and transition costs. A 5 year system 

would possibly reduce costs both for the trainees and the implementing organizations and further 

enhance the attractiveness of the program.

If the technical intern training programs would be officially inclined more towards the guest 

working programs, the Japanese government should admit the program as a means for adjusting 

labor supply and demand, contradicting the fundamental principle of the Technical Intern Training 

Act (JITCO, 2019A). With the recent reforms to the program to expand to labor deficit sectors, the 

government obviously sees the program as an adjustment mechanism for the labor market. The 

structure of the training program verifies the intention, as the actual training only focuses on the 

first phrase of the program, while the second and the third phases involve actual work despite the 

label of “practical training”.

The results of this study show a clear orientation of the Japanese government to exercise a time-

limited and secluded approach to increasing foreign labor, with no intentions to create major 

reforms in relaxing the overall visa policy or accommodating multiculturalism in Japan. In the light 

of these results, the most suitable way for increasing low to medium skilled foreign labor in Japan 
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would result from the further expansion of the technical intern training program and making the 

motives behind it more transparent.
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7. CONCLUSION

In a book from 2008, Apichai Shipper portrays the immigration policy in Japan in a following way 

(Shipper, 2008: 57):

Instead of an immigration policy, Japan has a foreign worker policy in the professional and technical 
fields that targets certain races and nationalities. In its efforts to control foreigners, the government places 
them into a racialized (and gendered) hierarchy, privileging those with specialized skills or Japanese birth 
or blood over unskilled Asian workers. This political constructed hierarchy structures the working and 
living conditions for each type of foreigner with differentiated rights and benefits but without paternalistic
accommodation policies.

At the time of this study, more than a decade after Shipper's contribution, the immigration policy in 

Japan could be portrayed in a similar manner.  The government realizes the need for foreign labor, 

yet the current immigration policy framework does not show a major reform towards opening the 

labor market to foreign workers. The measures to increase international labor mobility remain 

selective and time-limited, with a clear preference towards foreigners with Japanese heritage or 

language skills. The legislative efforts to curtail discrimination and attempts to increase 

multicultural coexistence on a national level remain at the stage of initiatives, without clear plans to 

implement them.

When considering the whole immigration policy, the revision of the technical intern training 

seemingly represents the only policy that directly addresses the problems for increasing labor 

mobility, offering a robust framework for tackling various issues regarding the previous 

implementation of the program (see section sections 2.4.1 and 5.1). Thus, the study suggests further 

reform to the program with a clarification of the motives, and reducing the transportation and 

transition costs of the program. At the time of this study, the training program appears to act as 

cornerstone for increasing international labor mobility in Japan.

With an estimated total labor deficit of 6.44 million workers in 2030 (Cabinet Office, 2019), there is

a long way from the current numbers (approximately 300,000) of technical intern trainees to a 

quantity that could actually facilitate the supply and demand gap in the future. Even with further 

reforms and expansions that align with Rodrik's and Pritchett's ideas to the program, the magnitude 

of the change would certainly require reforms in the other policy areas as well, especially in 

endowing a more comprehensive and accommodating multicultural coexistence policy. At the time 

of this study, such direction can hardly be imagined.
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According to exploratory nature of this study, the study shows putative intentions and preferences 

of the Japanese government regarding the increase of foreign labor. The examination of sequences 

from the rational logic model, assuming the rationality in the policymaking process, comprise the 

results. In order get closer to the truth through the hypotheses, we require a more profound 

examination of the policy initiators. This could require interviews of the bureaucrats or participant 

observation of the policymaking processes. Even then the true motives could elude the grasp of 

researchers. Turning the nature of this study from an exploratory one to an explanatory one would 

require resources, and cooperation with various public agencies.

As the political debate about increasing immigrants in Japan continues, seeing how the new 

immigration policy in 2020 reflects the challenges and demands examined throughout this research 

remains an ever-interesting topic. The results of the ongoing policy are evaluated, and a new, 

revised framework will be established upon the old foundation. The results of this study predict no 

large relaxation of the immigration policy, and a selective and secluded approach to increasing 

foreign labor will likely remain. Only the future will tell if time-limited measures, the gradual 

opening of the labor market, or something completely different can curtail the challenges of the 

demographic transition.
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8. APPENDIX

The following graph shows the working visa holder in Japan from 2000 to 2017. The data is 

collected from the Ministry of Justice's Immigration control reports from 2004 to 2018. The further 

remarks of the data can be found in section 2.3.2.

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Highly skilled professional I 1492 3676 7497
Highly skilled professional II 16 63 171
Highly skilled professional visa total

Designated activities 30496 38990 47706 55048 63310 87324 97476 104488 121863 130636 72374 22751 20159 22673 28001 37175 47039 64776
Trainee 36199 38169 39067 44464 54317 54107 70519 88086 86826 65209 9343 3388 1909 1501 1427 1521 1379 1460

Professor 6744 7196 7751 8037 8153 8406 8525 8436 8333 8295 8050 7859 7787 7735 7565 7651 7463 7403
Artist 363 381 397 386 401 448 462 448 461 490 481 461 438 432 409 433 438 426
Religious activities 4976 4948 4858 4732 4699 4588 4654 4732 4601 4448 4232 4106 4051 4570 4528 4397 4428 4402
Journalist 349 348 351 294 292 280 273 279 281 271 248 227 223 219 225 231 246 236
Business manager 5694 5906 5956 6135 6396 6743 7342 7916 8895 9840 10908 11778 12609 13439 15184 18109 21877 24033
Legal/Accounting activities 95 99 111 122 125 126 141 145 154 161 178 169 159 149 143 142 148 147
Medical services 95 95 114 110 117 146 138 174 199 220 265 322 412 534 695 1015 1342 1652
Researcher 2934 3141 3369 2770 2548 2494 2332 2276 2285 2372 2266 2103 1976 1910 1841 1644 1609 1596
Instructor 8375 9068 9715 9390 9393 9449 9511 9832 10070 10129 10012 10106 10121 10076 10141 10670 11159 11524
Engineer/Specialist in humanities/International services51270 60300 65213 65750 70892 84320 92458 106420 119564 119888 115059 110488 111994 115357 122794 137706 161124 189273
Intra-company tranferee 8657 9913 10923 10605 10993 11977 14014 16111 17798 16786 16140 14636 14867 15218 15378 15465 15772 16486
Entertainer 53847 55461 58359 64642 64742 36376 21062 15728 13031 10966 9247 6265 1646 1662 1967 1869 2187 2094
Skilled labor 11349 11927 12522 12583 13373 15112 17869 21261 25863 29030 30142 31751 33863 33425 33374 37202 39756 39177
Technical intern training I 12395 16113 19225 20822 26488 32394 41000 53999 62520 62207 50423 61178 63281 61680 77516 91885 102585 124072
Technical intern training II 49585 80816 88196 93526 90110 100770 126003 150153
Technical intern training III 8
Working visa total 167143 184896 198864 206378 218612 212859 219781 247757 274055 275103 307236 342265 351623 359932 381870 429189 496137 572682
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