
99 

Conversion of Non-Regular Employees into Regular Employees  
and Working Experiences and Skills Development of Non-Regular  
Employees at Japanese Companies* 
Yoshihide Sano 
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In Japan, increasing the opportunity for non-regular employees to develop 
their skills is recognized as a social challenge. This paper analyzes how the in-
troduction of a system to convert non-regular employees into regular employ-
ees affects non-regular employees’ skills development based on data collected 
through a questionnaire survey conducted on individual employees. From the 
analysis, it can be concluded that if companies employing non-regular em-
ployees expand the opportunity for them to become regular employees by in-
troducing such a system, many of the companies can not only (i) increase the 
opportunity for non-regular employees to develop their career and skills in the 
long term through the conversion to regular employee status but also (ii) help 
them develop skills without conversion by gradually assigning them to a pro-
gressively wider range of jobs, jobs requiring more advanced skills and jobs 
with greater responsibility. 

 

I. Introduction 
 
In Japan, social attention is focusing on the differences between the opportunities 

available for regular employees and non-regular employees to develop skills through train-
ing and education, as the proportion of non-regular employees in the overall working popu-
lation is rising. That is because the rise in the proportion of non-regular employees, for 
whom skills development opportunity is limited, could impede human resource develop-
ment by reducing education and training opportunities for the whole society (Arulampalam 
and Booth 1998; Yasuda 2009).1 Empirical studies concerning education and training op-
portunities for non-regular employees in Japan have found that non-regular employees are 
given less opportunities than regular employees to receive education and training (Hara 
2007; Sano 2006, 2007; Kurosawa and Hara 2009). 

Presumably, one factor which causes the difference between the skills development 

                                                           
* This paper was written on the basis of Yoshihide Sano, “Firm’s Appointment System to Regular 

Employee from Non-Regular Employee and Job Experience of Non-Regular Employee: What Is Nec-
essary for Skill Formation of Non-Regular Worker?” The Journal of Social Science 62, nos. 3 and 4 
(2011): 25–55 (Tokyo: University of Tokyo) and revised and translated for foreign readers. For details 
of the questionnaire survey used in this paper, refer to JILPT Research Report no. 117, Career Devel-
opment of Contingent Workers: The Current Status of Ability Development and the Transition to Reg-
ular Employees (Tokyo: The Japan Institute of Labour Policy and Training, 2010). 

1 For example, Yasuda (2008) pointed out, based on the analysis of the results of a questionnaire 
survey conducted on Japanese companies, that implementation of OJT tends to be hampered at com-
panies which employ non-regular workers as replacements for regular employees. 
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opportunities for regular and non-regular employees and which is specific to Japan is the 
presence of Japanese-style personnel management, which seeks to determine the job type 
and career path for employees on the basis of the employment arrangement. In other words, 
most Japanese companies provide regular employees with the opportunity to pursue an ad-
vance career while assigning non-regular employees to routine jobs (Nikkeiren 1995; Sano 
2000, Sato, Sano, and Hara 2003; Sano 2009).2 

Between regular and non-regular employees at Japanese companies, there are differ-
ences not only with regard to the length of working hours as is the case between full-time 
and part-time workers or with regard to the employment contract period as is the case be-
tween permanent workers and workers with a fixed employment period but also with regard 
to the in-company career path prepared under the employers’ personnel management system. 
In many cases, only regular employees are subject to a personnel management system that 
evaluates how much workers’ skills have been developed and how advanced their jobs are 
and rewards them for their performance from a long-term perspective. 

Under this Japanese-style personnel management, non-regular employees are given 
limited opportunity to experience a progressively wider range of jobs, jobs requiring more 
advanced skills and jobs involving greater responsibility. Presumably for this reason, their 
skills development opportunity tends to be limited. 

All the same, several previous studies concerning the use of non-regular employees as 
a core workforce have found that the scope of jobs assigned to non-regular employees has 
been expanding and the level of jobs has been becoming more advanced, in light of cases of 
chain stores, which employ a large number of part-time workers (Wakisaka 1986; Nakamu-
ra 1989; Aoyama 1990; Mitsuyama 1991; Honda 1993). Among recent studies, Takeishi 
(2002), for example, shed light on the advancement of the level of jobs assigned to 
part-time, contract and non-regular workers in a broad range of industries. We may presume 
that an increasing number of companies use non-regular employees for a wide range of jobs, 
including those requiring advanced skills, as the proportion of non-regular employees is 
rising. 

As shown above, companies willing to use non-regular employees for a wide range of 
jobs tend to provide them with a career path that involves a broader range of jobs and re-
quires advanced skills if they continue working for a certain period of time (Sano 2009). 
Also, it may be presumed that non-regular employees at such companies gain increased 
skills development opportunities by receiving education and training as they go along such 
a career path.3 

As shown above, the career path of non-regular employees varies depending on how 

                                                           
2 As to the rationality of companies distinguishing regular and non-regular employees in assigning 

jobs, refer to Lepak and Snell (1999), Sano (2000), Park and Hirano (2008), etc. 
3 Statistics such as Skills Development Basic Research (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare) 

indicate that among non-regular employees, some people receive education and training including 
OJT and Off-JT, although the proportion is smaller than among regular employees. 
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the employer uses them, and the skills development opportunities for non-regular employ-
ees are presumably diversifying. However, previous Japanese studies have not conducted 
adequate empirical analysis of the difference in the career and skills development oppor-
tunity among non-regular employees that stems from the way employers use them. 

Therefore, this paper will examine, based on a questionnaire survey conducted on in-
dividuals, the relationship between how companies use non-regular employees and the 
in-company career and skills development opportunity for such employees. The examina-
tion will focus particularly on the system to convert non-regular employees into regular 
employees as a personnel management practice that reflects the employer’s use of person-
nel.4 

As the use of non-regular employees grows in Japan, an increasing number of com-
panies are introducing the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employ-
ees.5 From previous studies, it may be concluded that among major functions that compa-
nies expect such a system to have are (i) securing a sufficient pool of regular employees and 
(ii) producing positive results related to non-regular employees, such as reducing the turno-
ver of non-regular employees and improving their working morale.6 In particular, compa-
nies eager to train non-regular employees tend to expect the system to both secure a suffi-
cient pool of regular employees and to reduce the turnover of non-regular employees and 
improve their working morale (Sano 2008). 

Presumably, such companies tend to provide non-regular employees with a career 
path that enable them to experience a progressively wider range of jobs and jobs requiring 
more advanced skills.7 In this respect, a case study regarding the system to convert 

                                                           
4 A study on the use of non-regular employees as a core workforce in Japan indicated that compa-

nies that assign non-regular employees to an advanced level of jobs similar to those to which regular 
employees are assigned tend to adopt an evaluation and treatment system specific to non-regular em-
ployees (Honda 1993). The study suggests the importance of such a system for developing an 
in-company career path for non-regular employees and for promoting their skills development. 
Meanwhile, this paper examines the effects of the introduction of the system to convert non-regular 
employees into regular employees in particular. 

5 According to the Fiscal 2009 Survey on the Actual State of Fixed-Term Employment Contracts 
(survey on private employers with five or more permanent employees), 46.5% of employers using 
fixed-term contract workers adopted the system to convert non-regular employees into regular em-
ployees. 

6 Japanese companies introduce the system to convert non-regular employees into regular em-
ployees for a variety of purposes and reasons. Based on a case study, Takeishi (2008) cited the fol-
lowing typical purposes and reasons: securing the diversity of personnel; having high expectations of 
non-regular employees as skilled workers; low turnover rate after job-switching; raising the motiva-
tion of non-regular employees; finding capable personnel among non-regular employees. 

7 An analysis by Hara (2009) corroborates this tendency by indicating that among companies that 
assign non-regular employees (part-time and arubaito workers) to jobs similar to those to which regu-
lar employees are assigned, a large proportion has introduced the system to convert non-regular em-
ployees into regular employees. The analysis results suggest that companies that have introduced the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees tend to assign non-regular employees 
to a wide range of jobs. 
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non-regular employees into regular employees (Watanabe 2009) pointed out that some 
companies that have introduced such a system provide a career path that enables 
non-regular employees to experience jobs requiring progressively more advanced skills and 
helps them develop skills, for example by grading and classifying them according to the 
levels of their skills and jobs and by applying a qualification certification system similar to 
the one applied to regular employees.8 

However, Watanabe (2009) also indicated that some companies introduce the catego-
ry of non-regular employees for trial employment to identify workers suited to be rehired as 
regular employees. Such companies are presumed to attach particular importance to secur-
ing a sufficient pool of regular employees. All the same, during the trial employment period 
in many cases, they assign non-regular employees to jobs similar to the ones to which regu-
lar employees are assigned, presumably in order to identify workers suited to be rehired as 
regular employees9. 

As shown above, companies that have introduced the system to convert non-regular 
employees into regular employees are willing to assign non-regular employees to a wide 
range of jobs and jobs requiring advanced skills, rather than having them continue to do the 
same job. As a result, it may be presumed that non-regular employees at such companies 
tend to have increased opportunity to experience a wide variety of jobs and develop skills. 

To examine the actual circumstances, this paper will analyze, based on data collected 
through a questionnaire survey on individual employees, the relationship between the pres-
ence or absence of the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees, the 
experience of a wide variety of jobs that may facilitate career development and non-regular 
employees’ skills development.10 The data used derive from the Survey on Working and 
Learning (JILPT 2009), which was conducted in October through December 2008 by the 

                                                           
8 In addition, Genda (2011) pointed out that non-regular employees rehired by the same employer 

as regular employees (i) tend to have worked for a longer period of time in the previous non-regular 
post compared with non-regular employees who become regular employees through compa-
ny-hopping; (ii) are likely to have experienced jobs that enable skills development while working as 
non-regular employees in light of the self-evaluation provided through a questionnaire survey and (iii) 
are likely to have been rehired as regular employees because the employers appreciated the skills de-
veloped through such experience. This analysis suggests that at companies that have introduced the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees, non-regular employees have career 
development opportunity. 

9 By identifying the relationship between the types of jobs assigned to contract workers and the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees based on a case study, Takahashi 
(2010) showed that some employers use the contract worker system for the purpose of trial employ-
ment. In addition, Takahashi showed that in such cases, non-regular employees are assigned to jobs 
similar to those to which regular employees are assigned. 

10 As the analysis examines the effects of non-regular-to-regular conversion, temporary agency 
workers (temporary agency workers as defined under the Worker Dispatching Act) rehired as regular 
employees after transfer from temporary staff agencies are excluded. As a result, the analysis focuses 
on directly employed non-regular employees. As for career development of temporary agency workers, 
refer to Shimizu (2009), Sano & Takahashi (2009) and Sano (2010). 
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Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training. As this is a large-scale survey conducted on 
regular and non-regular employees, its results are believed to include valuable data, includ-
ing information related to jobs, education and training and skills development.11 

Below, I will first identify the differences between the in-company career and skills 
development opportunities available for regular and non-regular employees. Second, I will 
analyze the differences in the career development and education and training opportunities 
among non-regular employees in relation to the presence or absence of the system to con-
vert non-regular employees into regular employees. Third, I will point out the implications 
of the analysis results. 

 

II. In-Company Career and Skills Development of Regular and Non-Regular 
Employees 

 
As discussed in the previous section, Japanese companies assign jobs to regular and 

non-regular employees in different ways; whereas they train and use regular employees 
along the path of a long-term career, they generally confine non-regular employees to rou-
tine jobs. As a result, the variety of jobs experienced by non-regular employees and their 
skills development opportunity tend to be limited. 

However, the difference between the career development opportunities for regular 
employees and non-regular employees has not necessarily been examined on the basis of 
empirical data. Therefore, this section will first identify the state of the in-company career 
and skills development opportunities for regular employees and non-regular employees. 

 

1. Job-Related Changes and Education and Training 
It is known that experiencing a broad range of jobs promotes skills development 

(Koike 2005). This applies equally to regular and non-regular employees. As benchmarks 
related to working experiences, I will look at three variables―“expansion of the range of 
jobs,” “advancement of the job level” and “increase in job responsibility”―based on an-
swers to the questionnaire survey.12 Job-related changes such as an expansion of the range 
of jobs, advancement of the job level the increase in job responsibility are presumed to be 
important aspects of an in-company career. 

As benchmarks related to education and training, I will look at the following varia-
bles: whether the employee frequently received guidance and advice from seniors and 

                                                           
11 The survey was targeted at regular and non-regular employees aged 25 to 44, an age group for 

which skills development is particularly important. As employees aged 24 or younger are not among 
the target subjects, most students working as non-regulars are presumably not covered by the survey. 

12 As part of the question “Have you experienced the following items that enable you to develop 
skills and knowledge between April 2007 and March 2008 (the previous business year)?” the subjects 
were asked about “job-related changes experienced between April 2007 and March 2008 (the previous 
business year).” 
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coworkers, whether the employee frequently learned from the way seniors and coworkers 
do jobs, whether the employee received off-the-job training (Off-JT), and whether the em-
ployee made self-education effort. 

Table 1 shows the proportions of people, among regular employees and non-regular 
employees, who experienced job-related changes and received education and training in 
fiscal 2007 as broken down by employment longevity.13,14 To examine the status of work-
ing experiences and education and training at the current employer, the table includes only 
data concerning respondents who started working at the current employer before 2007 (the 
same applies to Tables 2 to 7). 

As for regular employees, the proportions of people who said the range of jobs ex-
panded, those who said the job level advanced, those who said they frequently received 
guidance and advice from seniors and coworkers, those who received Off-JT and those who 
said they made self-education effort were largest among employees with employment lon-
gevity of up to around three years. 

In other words, regular employees generally experience an expansion of the range of 
jobs and an advancement of the job level in the first three years of service. In the first three 
years, regular employees also receive education and training, including learning from the 
way seniors and coworkers do jobs, participating in training programs and making 
self-education effort. 

In addition, among regular employees with employment longevity of four years or 
more, around 50% also said the range of jobs expanded and the job level advanced. Moreo-
ver, around 50% said job responsibility increased across all employment longevity groups. 
Around 40-50% also said they received Off-JT across all groups. 

From this, it can be concluded that regular employees have continuous opportunities 
to experience job-related changes and receive Off-JT for an extended period of time. 

Among non-regular employees, the proportion of people who experience job-related 
changes and receive education and training is low across all employment longevity groups 
compared with regular employees, meaning that non-regular employees generally have lim-
ited opportunity regarding the variety of jobs and education and training. 

Even so, 43.3% of non-regular employees said the range of jobs expanded and 36.5% 
said the job level advanced. The proportion of people who said job responsibility increased 
was 29.5% among non-regular employees with employment longevity of up to around three 
years and 30.4% among those with longevity of 4 to 5 years. As in the case of regular  

                                                           
13 Employment longevity was calculated on the basis of the starting year at the current employer. 
14 The survey results indicated (although not indicated in the table) that the employment longevity 

of non-regular employees tends to be shorter than that of regular employees. Workers with longevity 
of around nine years or longer accounted for around half (49.4%) of all regular employees, while 
workers with longevity of up to around three years accounted for more than half (57.8%) of all 
non-regular employees. Non-regular workers’ relatively short employment longevity is presumed to 
be an impediment to in-company career and skills development (Sano 2007). 
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Table 1. Relationship between Employment Longevity and Experience of Jobs, Education and Training  
in Fiscal 2007 Broken Down by Employment Arrangement 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: 1. The above data cover only people who worked for the same employer since before 2007 and worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 

2. Non-regular employees include part-time, arubaito, contract, shokutaku and temporary workers but not temporary agency workers. Civil serv-
ants are excluded from the above data. The same applies to the following tables. 
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employees, non-regular employees with shorter employment longevity have a higher chance 
to experience job-related changes and receive education and training. 

However, among non-regular employees with longer employment longevity, the pro-
portion of people who said the job level advanced was low. Moreover, the proportion of 
people who said job responsibility increased was substantially low among non-regular em-
ployees with longevity of five years or more. Among non-regular employees with longevity 
of nine years or more, the proportion of people who said the range of jobs expanded was 
particularly low. This trend provides a sharp contrast to the absence of a significant differ-
ence in the proportion of regular employees who experienced such job-related changes 
across employment longevity groups. 

As shown above, compared with regular employees, non-regular employees with 
comparable employment longevity tend to have limited opportunity to experience 
job-related changes such as an expansion of the range of jobs and an advancement of the job 
level and to receive education and training. In addition, the longer the employment longevi-
ty is, the more limited the opportunity to experience such job-related changes becomes.15 

 

2．Difference in Skills Development Opportunities between Regular and 
 Non-Regular Employees 

Presumably, the difference in the job experience and education and training oppor-
tunity between regular and non-regular employees affects skills development. To be more 
specific, regular employees who have frequent opportunity to experience job-related 
changes over an extended period of time can develop their skills in the long term. On the 
other hand, non-regular employees, with their limited opportunity to experience job-related 
changes and limited period of time to do so, may be presumed to have less chance to de-
velop skills across all employment longevity groups compared with regular employees. 
Does the presumption match the reality? 

In relation to that question, Table 2 shows the tallies of answers to the question con-
cerning changes in the “job performance ability” as broken down by employment longevity 
during the period between April 2007 and the survey period (October to December of 2008). 
To examine the state of skills development at the current employer at the time of the survey, 
the table covers only data concerning non-regular employees who started working for the 
current employer before 2007. 

                                                           
15 Regarding career, regular employers are also presumed to have increased opportunity for pro-

motion to managerial posts compared with non-regular employees (Sano 2009). The survey results 
indicated (although not indicated in the table) that workers in managerial posts accounted for nearly 
half of regular employees with employment longevity of around nine years or longer, and 12.7% were 
division chiefs or people in similar positions. Meanwhile, none of non-regular employees select-
ed”managerial post (division chiefs or higher posts or executive managers at companies and govern-
ment organizations)” as their answer. Presumably, non-regular employees are more eligible to be 
promoted to lower management posts than regular employees. 
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Table 2. Relationship between Employment Longevity and Change in Job Performance Ability Compared  
with April 2007 Broken Down by Employment Arrangement 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: The above data cover only people who worked for the same employer since before 2007 and worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 

  



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 3, Summer 2012 

108 

The table shows that the proportion of people who experienced an improvement in 
the job performance ability was lower among non-regular employees than among regular 
employees across all longevity groups. It also shows that the longer the employment lon-
gevity was, the higher the proportion of people who did not experience an improvement was 
among both regular and non-regular employees. However, whereas less than 70% experi-
enced no change in the job performance ability among regular employees with employment 
longevity of six years or more, the proportion rose progressively with the length of the lon-
gevity among non-regular employees, reaching as high as 82.9% among non-regular em-
ployees with longevity of nine years or more. 

As indicated above, non-regular employees have limited opportunity to develop skills 
compared with regular employees across all employment longevity. Among non-regular 
employees, the longer the longevity is, the smaller that opportunity is. 

 

3. In-Company Career and Skills Development for Non-Regular Employees 
As described above, compared with regular employees, non-regular employees with 

comparable employment longevity have limited opportunity to experience job-related 
changes and to receive education and training. In addition, the longer their longevity is, the 
smaller their opportunity to do so is. Consequently, the proportion of people who experience 
improvement in skills is lower among non-regular employees than among regular employ-
ees across all employment longevity groups. Moreover, among non-regular employees, the 
longer the longevity is, the smaller the skills development opportunity is. 

Generally speaking, compared with regular employees, non-regular employees have 
limited opportunity for career development in terms of assigning them to a progressively 
wider range of jobs, jobs requiring more advanced skills and jobs with higher responsibility, 
and also have limited skills development opportunity. 

However, it is also true that there are differences in the in-company career path 
among non-regular employees, as was discussed in Section I. Presumably, even non-regular 
employees may have increased chance to consistently develop skills if they are given fre-
quent opportunity to experience job-related changes. 

For reality-checking in this respect, Table 3 compares the proportion of people who 
experienced job-related changes and who received education and training during fiscal 2007 
among  non-regular employees who experienced improvement in job performance ability 
compared with April 2007 with the proportion of such people among non-regular employees 
who did not experience improvement. Table 3 indicates that among non-regular employees 
who experienced improvement in job performance ability, a large proportion of people ex-
perienced job-related changes such as an expansion of the range of jobs, an advancement of 
the job level and an increase in job responsibility and received education and training, in-
cluding frequent guidance and advice from seniors and coworkers, Off-JT programs and 
self-education effort. 
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Table 3. Relationship between Changes in Job Performance Ability Compared with  
April 2007 and the Experience of Jobs, Education and Training in Fiscal 2007 

 
Note: The above data cover only people who worked for the same employer since before 2007 and 

worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 
 

From the results, it can be concluded that non-regular employees can develop skills if 
given the opportunity to experience job-related changes such as an expansion of the range 
of jobs, an advancement of the job level and an increase in job responsibility. 

 

III. Working Experience and Skills Development of Regular and Non-Regular 
Employees 

 
The differences in the working experience and skills development opportunity be-

tween regular and non-regular employees that were described in the previous section pre-
sumably stem from the different ways employers use these two categories of employees. 
Below, in pursuit of a subject of interest and concern mentioned in Section I, I will examine 
the relationship between the presence or absence of the system to convert non-regular em-
ployees into regular employees and the opportunity to experience job-related changes and 
develop skills. 
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As discussed in Section I, companies that have introduced the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees presumably tend to be willing to assign jobs, 
including those requiring advanced skills, to non-regular employees in order to (i) use 
non-regular employees for a wide range of jobs and (ii) identify personnel suited to be re-
hired as regular employees. As a result, it may be presumed that non-regular employees at 
such companies tend to have increased opportunity to experience a wide range of jobs and 
jobs that require advanced skills, and jobs involving increased responsibility compared with 
non-regular employees at companies that have not introduced such a system. 

However, some companies that have introduced such a system convert non-regular 
employees into regular employees on an irregular basis in order to fill regular job vacancies 
(Watanabe 2009). The Act on Improvement, etc. of Employment Management for Part-Time 
Workers requires employers to adopt a system to convert part-time workers into full-time 
workers, so it may be presumed that some companies have introduced the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees in order to meet this requirement regardless 
of how they use non-regular employees in practice. If many companies that have introduced 
such a system have done so for that reason, it cannot be said that non-regular employees at 
such companies have increased opportunity to experience a wide range of jobs and an ad-
vanced level of jobs. To check the reality, it is necessary to make data-based verification. 
Below, I will analyze the relationship between the presence or absence of the system to 
convert non-regular employees into regular employees and the career and skills develop-
ment opportunity based on data collected through a questionnaire survey. 

It should be noted that the presence or absence of the system to convert non-regular 
employees into regular employees is as recognized by the respondents.16 Therefore, in cas-
es where the presence of such a system is not fully communicated among non-regular em-
ployees or where there are no past records of the conversion of regular employees into 
non-regular employees despite the presence of such a system, it is highly likely that re-
spondents said that their employers did not have such a system. Consequently, it is pre-
sumed that the following analysis results reflect to a significant extent the impact on 
non-regular employees’ career and skills development of whether or not employers raised 
non-regular employees’ awareness about the presence of the system to convert non-regular 
employees into regular employees and whether or not they were actually operating the sys-
tem.17 

                                                           
16 The question was “Do any of the following descriptions fit your current workplace?” When the 

answer “There is a system that converts part-time and contract workers into regular employees” was 
selected, it was deemed that the employer has introduced the system to convert non-regular employees 
into regular employees. 

17 In this respect, the survey results showed (although not indicated in the table) that 18.4% of 
non-regular employees working for employers that have introduced the system to convert non-regular 
employees into regular employees selected the answer “certain to be rehired” when asked “What is the 
chance of your being rehired as a regular employee by the current employer if you wish to be.” Just 
15% selected the answer “almost certain to be rehired,” while 31.3% chose the answer “even chance 
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1. System to Convert Non-Regular Employees into Regular Employees and 
 In-Company Career 

Table 4 shows the relationship between employment longevity and job-related 
changes experienced in fiscal 2007 as broken down by the presence or absence of the sys-
tem to convert non-regular employees into regular employees.18 We can see that at compa-
nies that have introduced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular em-
ployees, the proportion of non-regular employees who experienced job-related changes such 
as an expansion of the range of jobs, an advancement of the job level and an increase in job 
responsibility was large. 

Even at companies that have introduced such a system, the proportion of workers who 
experienced an expansion of the range of jobs and the advance of the job level are smaller 
among non-regular employees with longer employment longevity. Still, among non-regular 
employees with longevity of four years or more, the proportions of workers who experi-
enced an expansion of the range of jobs and those who experienced an advancement of the 
job level were relatively high, at 46.2% and 43.6%, respectively. Regardless of employment 
longevity, the proportion of non-regular employees who experienced an increase in job re-
sponsibility was higher than 40% (43.9% among those with longevity of up to three years 
and 42.3% among those with longevity of four years or more). 

Table 4 also shows that the proportions of workers who received guidance and advice 
from seniors and coworkers and those who learned from the way seniors and coworkers do 
jobs and participated in Off-JT programs are larger among non-regular employees at com-
panies which have introduced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular 
employees than among non-regular employees at companies which have not. 

From the above, it can be concluded that companies that have introduced the system 
to convert non-regular employees into regular employees tend to assign non-regular em-
ployees to a progressively advanced level of and a wide range of jobs regardless of the 
length of employment and accordingly provide increased education and training opportuni-
ty. 

The difference in career development opportunity stemming from the presence or ab-
sence of the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees presumably 
affects the skills development opportunity for non-regular employees. Table 5 shows the rela-
tionship between employment longevity and changes in job performance ability compared  

                                                                                                                                                    
of being rehired.” Thus, a total of 64.7% said they had an even or better chance of being rehired as a 
regular employee. Meanwhile, of non-regular employees working for employers that have not intro-
duced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees, 5.1% were “certain to be 
rehired,” 8.4% were “almost certain to be rehired” and 11.5% saw “an even chance.” 

18 As in Tables 1 to 3, Table 4 covers only non-regular employees who worked for the current em-
ployers since before 2007 until the survey period, so non-regular employees hired for trial employ-
ment for a period of 10 months or less as a step toward non-regular-to-regular conversion are not in-
cluded. The same applies to Tables 5 to 7. 
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Table 4. Relationship between Employment Longevity and the Experience of Jobs, Education and Training in Fiscal 
     2007 by the Presence or Absence of the System to Convert Non-Regular Employees into Regular Employees 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: The above data cover only people who worked for the same employer since before 2007 and worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 
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Table 5. Relationship between Employment Longevity and Change in the Job Performance Ability Compared with April  
    2007 by the Presence or Absence of the System to Convert Non-Regular Employees into Regular Employees 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: The above data cover only people who worked for the same employer since before 2007 and worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 
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with 2007 as broken down by the presence or absence of such a system. 
Table 5 shows that the proportion of workers who experienced an “increase” or a 

“moderate increase” in job performance ability was larger among non-regular employees at 
companies that have introduced such a system than among non-regular employees at com-
panies that have not regardless of employment longevity. As shown in Table 4, companies 
with such a system provide particularly increased opportunity for non-regular employees to 
experience job-related changes and to receive education and training. Presumably for that 
reason, the proportion of non-regular employees who experienced improvement in skills is 
larger at such companies. 

 

2. Effects of the System to Convert Non-Regular Employees into Regular  
 Employees on Non-Regular Employees’ Working Experience 

From the above analysis, it can be concluded that companies that have introduced the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees tend to assign non-regular 
employees to a progressively advanced level of and a wide range of jobs regardless of em-
ployment longevity and provide commensurate opportunity for education and training. 

However, it is possible that non-regular employees’ experience of job-related changes 
is affected not only by the presence or absence of the system to convert non-regular em-
ployees into regular employees but also by the difference in the length of working hours and 
individuals’ attributes, including their job type, last school attended, age and gender, and the 
workforce size of the employing company and the presence or absence of organized labor. 

Regarding individuals’ attributes, non-regular employees who are working full-time, 
those who are engaging in professional jobs, young non-regular employees, and male 
non-regular employees are strongly interested in the possibility of conversion into regular 
employees, so when their employers have the system to convert non-regular employees into 
regular employees, they are likely to recognize its presence.19 In addition, full-time workers, 
young workers and males may generally be able to adapt themselves to the working hours 
and shifts required of regular employees because they face few time constraints due to 
household duties. For that reason, such non-regular employees may be assigned to do a par-
ticularly wide range of or an advanced level of jobs.20 

Moreover, regarding the basic attributes of companies and business establishments, 
companies with a large workforce and those with a unionized workforce of non-regular em-

                                                           
19 Based on the results of the Survey on the Actual State of Diversification of Employment Ar-

rangements, Takahashi (2010) pointed out that contract workers are more eager than part-time workers 
to convert to regular employee status. Generally speaking, the proportions of full-time workers, work-
ers engaging in professional jobs, young workers and male workers are presumed to be larger among 
contract workers than among part-time workers. 

20 For example, Sano (2000) cited an example case in which a retailer introduced the employment 
category of full-time contract worker in order to assign non-regular employees to jobs requiring more 
advanced skills than those to which part-time workers are assigned. 
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ployees, may be able to provide non-regular employees with long-term career development 
opportunity as they adopt the system to convert non-regular employees into regular em-
ployees.21 

In light of the above, the relationship between the presence or absence of the system 
to convert non-regular employees into regular employees and non-regular employees’ expe-
rience of job-related changes could be merely reflecting the effects of the respondents’ indi-
vidual attributes and their employers’ basic attributes. 

Therefore, below, I will examine how the presence of the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees affects non-regular employees’ experience of 
job-related changes based on logistic regression analysis while controlling for the respond-
ents’ basic attributes. 

As variables concerning non-regular employees’ experience of job-related changes, I 
will look at “range of jobs,” “job level” and “gravity of job responsibility” in the previous 
one year. As was already mentioned, an expansion of the range of jobs, an advancement of 
the job level and an increase in job responsibility provide career development opportunity 
that expands non-regular employees’ working experiences and promote their skills devel-
opment.22 

Table 6 shows the results of logistic regression analysis using the following explained 
variables and explanatory variables―explained variables: expansion of the range of jobs, 
advancement of the job level and increase in job responsibility in the previous one year; 
explanatory variables: the presence or absence of the system to convert non-regular em-
ployees into regular employees, employment longevity, working hours, job type, last school 
attended,23 age, gender, employer’s workforce size and the presence or absence of orga-
nized labor. As for basic statistics, see the Attached Table on the page 123.  

The analysis results in Table 6 show that the presence of the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees has statistically significant positive effects 
on all of expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the job level and increase in job 
responsibility (at significance levels of 5%, 5% and 1%, respectively). Consequently, it can 

                                                           
21 For example, based on a case study concerning unions belonging to the JSD, Honda (2007) cited 

an example case in which a union organizing non-regular employees proposed to the employer the 
introduction of the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees against the back-
drop of the use of part-time workers as a core workforce. 

22 Specifically, regarding the three variables concerning the career development of non-regular 
employees, value “1” and value “0” were given as follows: (i) value “1” for the answer “the range of 
jobs expanded” and value “0” for the answer “no change” and “the range of jobs narrowed”; (ii) value 
“1” for “the job level advanced” and value “0” for “no change” and “the job level declined”; and (iii) 
value “1” for “job responsibility increased and value “0” for “no change” and “job responsibility de-
creased.” In each case, value “0” was given to the latter two answers because it is presumed that there 
is no difference in the impact on the range of jobs assigned to non-regular employees whether the 
answer may be one or the other of the two. 

23 “Last school attended” includes a school from which the subject dropped out. The same applies 
to Table 7. 
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Table 6. Determinant Factors of Job-Related Changes (Binominal Logistic Regression Analysis) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes: 1. The above data cover only people who worked for the same employer since before 2007 and worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 
2. The above data covers only samples who gave valid replies regarding all explained variables concerning the experience of job-related changes. 
3. The figures followed by the marks ***, ** and * are statistically significant at the levels of 1%, 5% and 10％, respectively. 
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be concluded that even when controlled for the effects of variables such as individuals at-
tributes that may affect career development, the presence of the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees tends to expand career development oppor-
tunity, including an expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the job level and in-
crease in job responsibility. 

However, the analysis results also show that employment longevity has statistically 
significant negative effects on such job-related changes. Regarding expansion of the range 
of jobs and advancement of the job level in particular, longevity’s negative effects are nota-
ble at significance levels of 1% and 5%, respectively. Even when controlled for the effects 
of the presence or absence of the system to convert non-regular employees into regular em-
ployees, it can be said that the longer non-regular employees work for the same employer, 
the more limited the opportunity to experience an expansion of the range of jobs, an ad-
vancement of the job level and an increase in job responsibility become. 

From the above, it can be concluded that even when employers have introduced the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees, non-regular employees 
tend to have limited opportunity for career development such as expansion of the range of 
jobs and advancement of the job level if they remain in the non-regular status for a long 
time. This suggests the importance of ensuring that non-regular employees are actually 
converted into regular employees if the range of their jobs is to be expanded and their job 
level is to be advanced to provide increased career development opportunity.. 

The analysis also found that working less than 35 hours per week has statistically sig-
nificant negative effects on all of expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the job 
level and increase in job responsibility (at significance levels of 1%, 1% and 5%, respec-
tively). It can be said that non-regular employees with shorter working hours tend to have 
limited opportunity to experience job-related changes such as expansion of the range of jobs, 
advancement of the job level and increase in job responsibility. Conversely, non-regular 
employees with longer working hours have increased opportunity to experience such 
job-related changes. 

Compared with non-regular employees engaging in clerical jobs, those engaging in 
professional and engineering jobs tend not to experience advancement of the job level or 
increase in job responsibility, albeit at a significance level of 10%. Regarding professional 
and engineering jobs, employers tend to assign jobs requiring advanced skills and involving 
grave responsibility to regular employees, and that may be limiting the opportunity for 
non-regular employees to engage in an advanced level of jobs and jobs involving grave re-
sponsibility. Non-regular employees engaging in jobs related to sales, transport, security and 
agriculture and other jobs (at significance levels of 1% and 5%, respectively), when com-
pared with non-regular employees engaging in clerical jobs, tend not to experience an ex-
pansion of the range of jobs. Non-regular employees engaging in jobs related to sales, 
transport, security and agriculture and other jobs have limited opportunity to experience a 
progressively wider range of jobs and a more advanced level of jobs compared with 
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non-regular employees engaging in clerical jobs. 
 

3. Effects of Non-Regular Employees’ Working Experience on Skills Development 
From the above, it can be concluded that even when controlled for the effects of such 

variables as individuals’ attributes, non-regular employees tend to have increased oppor-
tunity to experience job-related changes such as expansion of the range of jobs, advance-
ment of the job level and increase job responsibility if their employers have introduced the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees. 

In light of the analysis results in Table 3, it is presumed that experiencing job-related 
changes promotes skills development. In addition, the presence of the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees may promote skills development by enhanc-
ing education and training as a step toward the non-regular-to-regular conversion. 

Therefore, finally, I will examine the relationship between the experience of 
job-related changes, the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees 
and non-regular employees’ skills development. It is possible that skills development op-
portunity may also be affected by individuals’ attributes such as working hours, job type, 
last school attended, age and gender, and the workforce size and the presence or absence of 
organized labor at employers24. Therefore, I will examine the effects of job-related changes 
and the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees on non-regular 
employees’ skills development based on logistic regression analysis using those variables 
while controlling for the effects of basic attributes that may affect skills development. 

In the analysis, as a benchmark of skills development, which is an explained variable, 
I will use answers to the question about changes in job performance ability since April of 
the previous year as self-evaluated by non-regular employees. Value “5” is given to the an-
swer “rise” in job performance ability, “4” to “moderate rise,” “3” to “no change,” “2” to 
“moderate decline” and “1” to “decline.” 

Since this is a subjective benchmark based on self-evaluation, it is possible that the 
presence or absence of, and the degree of improvement in job performance ability, was not 
necessarily accurately identified. However, as shown in Table 3, a large proportion of 
non-regular employees who recognized a rise in job performance ability frequently received 
guidance and advice from seniors and coworkers and received education and training, in-
cluding Off-JT and self-education. Therefore, we may presume that this is a benchmark that 
reflects the level of education and training received to a certain extent. In light of that, I 
believe that it is appropriate to use the self-evaluation of changes in job performance ability 
as a benchmark of skills improvement. 

 
                                                           

24 For example, Hara (2007) pointed out, based on the estimation from the analysis of samples, in-
cluding both regular and non-regular employees, that employees with short employment longevity, 
male workers and workers with higher education are highly likely to receive Off-JT. In addition, fac-
tors such as job type and company size are presumed to affect the opportunity to receive Off-JT. 
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Table 7. Determinant Factors of the Experience of Improvement in Job  
Performance Ability (Ordinal Logistic Regression Analysis) 

 
Notes: 1. The above data cover only non-regular workers who worked for the same employer 

since before 2007 and worked during April, 2007 to March, 2008. 
2. The figures followed by the marks ***, ** and * are statistically significant at the levels 

of 1%, 5% and 10％, respectively. 
 

Table 7 shows the analysis results, which indicate that experiencing an expansion of 
the range of jobs has significant positive effects on the improvement of job performance 
ability albeit at a significance level of 10%. In addition, experiencing an advancement of the 
job level and an increase in job responsibility has statistically significant positive effects on 
the improvement of job performance ability at a significance level of 1%. 

From these results, it can be concluded that experiencing job-related changes such as 
expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the job level and increase in job responsibil-
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ity tends to promote non-regular employees’ skills development. In particular, experiencing 
an advancement of the job level and an increase in job responsibility is presumed to con-
tribute to non-regular employees’ skills development. 

Moreover, the analysis results indicate that the presence of the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees has significant positive effects on the im-
provement of job performance ability albeit at a significance level of 10%. The presence of 
the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees may promote 
non-regular employees’ skills development by enhancing education and training as a step 
toward the non-regular-to-regular conversion. 

On the other hand, prolonged employment longevity has statistically significant nega-
tive effects on job performance ability at a significance level of 1%. It can be concluded that 
the longer non-regular employees remain in the non-regular status, the more limited their 
skills development opportunity is even when controlled for the effects of job-related chang-
es and the presence or absence of the system to convert non-regular employees into regular 
employees. 

Regarding basic attributes used as control variables, working less than 35 hours per 
week has statistically significant negative effects on the improvement of job performance 
ability (at a significance level of 1%). On the other hand, regarding the last school attended, 
attendance at a university or a graduate school, compared with attendance at a junior or 
senior high school, has statistically significant positive effects on the improvement of job 
performance ability (at a significance level of 5%). Being in the age groups 30 to 34 years 
old or 35 to 39 years old, compared with being in the age group 25 to 29 years old, has sta-
tistically significant negative effects on the improvement of job performance ability (at a 
significance level of 5% for the age group 30 to 34 years old and 10% for the age group 35 
to 39 years old). Moreover, working for an employer with 100 to 299 employees, compared 
with working for an employer with 29 employees or less, has statistically significant posi-
tive effects on the improvement of job performance ability (at a significance level of 10%). 
To sum up, non-regular employees’ skills are likely to improve in particular if their working 
hours are relatively long, their last school attended is a university or a graduate school, they 
are aged 25 to 29 or they work for a company with 100 to 299 employees. 

From the above, it can be concluded that experiencing job-related changes such as 
expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the job level and increase in job responsibil-
ity contributes to non-regular employees’ skills development. Moreover, the presence of the 
system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees may promote non-regular 
employees’ skills development by enhancing education and training as a step toward the 
non-regular-to-regular conversion. 

As described above, the analysis in this section showed that the opportunity for 
non-regular employees to experience a progressively wider range of jobs, a more advanced 
level of jobs and jobs with increased responsibility contributes to non-regular employees’ 
skills development. Besides, as shown in the analysis in the previous section, companies 
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that have introduced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees 
tend to provide non-regular employees with opportunity to experience such job-related 
changes and accordingly give them increased opportunity for skills development. 

 

IV. Summary 
 
As stated at the beginning, it is an important social challenge in Japan to increase 

skills development opportunity for non-regular employees. In this paper, I examined the 
status of non-regular employees’ in-company career and skills development compared with 
the situation of regular employees in light of the results of the questionnaire survey on indi-
vidual employees. Moreover, I examined how effective the introduction of the system to 
convert non-regular employees into regular employees, being adopted by an increasing 
number of Japanese companies, is in increasing non-regular employees’ career and skills 
development opportunity. The main findings of the analysis in this paper are as below. 

 
i. Compared with regular employees, non-regular employees with comparable employ-

ment longevity have limited opportunity to experience job-related changes such as 
expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the job level and increase in job re-
sponsibility and to receive education and training. Moreover, non-regular employees 
with longer employment longevity tend to have less opportunity to experience such 
job-related changes. Accordingly, non-regular employees have limited skills develop-
ment opportunity compared with regular employees, and the longer non-regular em-
ployees’ employment longevity is, the less opportunity they have to develop skills. 

ii. However, there are differences in the experience of job-related changes among 
non-regular employees. The more opportunity non-regular employees have to experi-
ence job-related changes such as expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of the 
job level and increase in job responsibility, the higher chance they have to develop 
skills. 

iii. Non-regular employees at companies that have adopted the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees tend to have increased opportunity to 
experience job-related changes such as expansion of the range of jobs, advancement of 
the job level and increase in job responsibility. This tendency was found to be statisti-
cally significant when the analysis was controlled for such variables as individuals’ at-
tributes through logistic regression analysis. Non-regular employees who experienced 
such job-related changes tended to experience improvement in their skills, and this 
tendency was also found to be statistically significant when the analysis was controlled 
for such variables as individuals’ attributes through logistic regression analysis. 
 
From the above analysis, it can be concluded that in order to increase non-regular 



Japan Labor Review, vol. 9, no. 3, Summer 2012 

122 

employees’ skills development opportunity in Japan, it is important to enable them to expe-
rience a progressively wider range of jobs, a more advanced level of jobs and jobs with 
higher responsibility. The analysis also found that non-regular employees at companies that 
have introduced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees have 
increased opportunity to experience job-related changes. 

In reality, many companies introduce the system to convert non-regular employees 
into regular employees after they have for some time used non-regular employees for a wide 
range of jobs and provided them with a career path that enables them to experience 
job-related changes over an extended period of time. All the same, presumably, the intro-
duction of the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees tends to 
promote career and skills development for non-regular employees by clarifying their career 
path and the employer’s policy of educating non-regular employees with a view to rehiring 
them as regular employees, by encouraging non-regular employees to develop skills with a 
view to conversion to regular employee status and by reducing the turnover of non-regular 
employees. 

In light of the above, it is presumed that if employers introduce the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees and increase non-regular employees’ oppor-
tunity to become regular employees, it will also expand their opportunity for career devel-
opment, including the experience of job-related changes such as expansion of the range of 
jobs, advancement of the job level and increase in job responsibility. The experience of such 
job-related changes is presumed to increase non-regular employees’ skills development op-
portunity. Therefore, it may be said that an increase in companies adopting the system to 
convert non-regular employees into regular employees contributes to an expansion of 
non-regular employees’ skills development opportunity.25 

However, the analysis in this paper also confirmed that even at companies that have 
introduced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees, 
non-regular employees with longer employment longevity tend to have limited opportunity 
to experience job-related changes and develop skills. 

Factors behind this tendency include the limit at Japanese companies, including those 
which assign non-regular employees to a relatively wide range of jobs, impose on the scope 
of jobs to which non-regular employees are assigned. Because of this limit, non-regular 
employees tend to have limited opportunity to develop skills by experiencing a wider varie-
ty of jobs after working for the same employer for an extended period of time even if the 
employer has introduced the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employ-
ees. 

As was confirmed by my analysis, regular employees, unlike non-regular employees, 
                                                           

25 In Japan, stabilizing employment often draws attention as a social effect of the conversion of 
non-regular employees into regular employees. The analysis results of this paper suggest that the sys-
tem to convert non-regular employees into regular employees has the effect of increasing non-regular 
employees’ opportunity to experience jobs that lead to skills development. 
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tend to continue to be given career development opportunity to experience job-related 
changes. Therefore, regular employees should naturally have more skills development op-
portunity in the long term compared with non-regular employees. If non-regular employees 
with long employment longevity are to further develop their skills through the experience of 
job-related changes, they need to be converted into regular employees. 

In light of the above, in order to increase non-regular employees’ skills development 
opportunity in Japan, it is important to promote the introduction of the system to convert 
non-regular employees into regular employees. If many companies employing non-regular 
employees introduce the system to convert non-regular employees into regular employees 
and increase their opportunity to become regular employees, non-regular employees may be 
given increased opportunity not only to (i) develop their career and skills in the long term 
through conversion to regular employee status but also to (ii) develop their skills by experi-
encing a progressively wider range of jobs, a more advanced level of jobs and jobs with 
greater responsibility while continuing to work as non-regular employees. 
 

Attached Table: Basic Statistics of Variables Used in Tables 6 and 7 
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