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This article outlines issues surrounding the workplace circumstances of em-
ployees of intermediate age, who act as the linchpin of enterprises’ human re-
sources. In Japanese companies there is significant correspondence between 
age and rank due to seniority-based promotions, meaning that in effect inter-
mediate age (for the purposes of this article, age 35‒49) is often synonymous 
with intermediate rank (i.e. “middle management”). These employees tend to 
be extremely overworked, and it is predicted that this situation will grow even 
more severe in the future. Excessive workload may be caused by a shortage of 
employees of intermediate age, or may arise when there are a sufficient num-
ber of employees at this age/rank but an insufficient number of younger work-
ers, or even when there are more employees of intermediate age than required, 
but an insufficient number of both younger and middle-aged or older workers. 
Under such circumstances employees of intermediate age must handle tasks 
that ought to be performed by their juniors or seniors, and this results in inad-
equate time left over for training their juniors or subordinates, which in turn 
causes a high rate of turnover among younger workers. The problems of em-
ployees of intermediate age influence other age groups as well and affect the 
entire workplace. Behind this problem lies a backdrop of uneven age distribu-
tion, a primary cause of which is the widespread curtailing or suspension of 
hiring of new graduates at many companies in the past. As a result, workplaces 
today need a sufficient number of new graduates to fill the gap, but discussions 
or negotiations between labor and management to determine what this “suffi-
cient number” might be only take place at around 16% of enterprises. Human 
resources are the bedrock on which businesses are built, and today there is an 
urgent need to consider this issue from a long-term perspective. 

 

I. Recognition of Issues 
 

Continued existence and expansion are among the main objectives of enterprises’ 

business operations, and to achieve this, it is vital that skills and techniques be handed down 

from one generation to the next, and that they evolve and develop. A company is upheld by 

its workers, and the trajectory of a worker’s career ought to begin with acquisition of pre-

decessors’ knowledge, wisdom, and skills, continue with improvement and advancement of 

the worker’s own professional competencies, and be completed when he or she hands them 

down to successors. This process is what underlies both the growth of enterprises and the 
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maintenance and improvement of workers’ standards of living. In Japan, many workers are 

hired upon graduation, learn their trade from square one while working for that employer, 

and attain competence and self-sufficiency in the workplace, becoming one of the core per-

sonnel that uphold the company and cultivate younger co-workers who will eventually suc-

ceed them. In other words, for both enterprises and their employees, the axis of time—a 

worker’s career path involving inheriting knowledge, skills, and techniques from predeces-

sors, developing, and growing professionally—is a crucial backbone of the workplace. For 

each worker, this process takes place in parallel with other members of his or her own age 

cohort, and bonds among members of a certain generation who have been trained and 

worked together are indispensable, as is mutual cooperation between different age cohorts. 

For this system to function effectively, the age distribution of a workplace must have suffi-

cient balance. When workers of various age groups cooperate and fulfill their duties, busi-

ness operations are smoothly executed, human resources are cultivated, and skills and tech-

niques are handed down and develop over time. Without appropriate age balance, on the 

other hand, the entire system may break down. 

Unfortunately, this appropriate age balance is not easily achieved. Japanese society is 

progressively aging, and the population of working-age adults is aging as well and is pro-

jected to shrink in the future. Educational levels are also rising and the percentage of stu-

dents advancing to university now exceeds 50%, while with the enactment of the amended 

Act on Stabilization of Employment of Elderly Persons in April 2013, it is mandatory for 

companies to offer continued employment to workers who seek it through age 65. The av-

erage age at which people enter the workforce is rising, as is the average age of retirement. 

Workplaces as a whole are aging, and there already serious concerns in some quarters about 

insufficient numbers of younger workers. 

Economic fluctuations also have a significant impact. During the economic bubble of 

the late 1980s, enormous numbers of new graduates were hired en masse, while during the 

prolonged recession that followed, there was a hiring slowdown referred to as an “employ-

ment ice age,” with many enterprises strictly curbing or completely suspending hiring. It 

can be deduced that due to this legacy, many workplaces today have a worker age distribu-

tion that does not match their needs. 

Age-related trends across Japanese society as a whole are also likely to impact work-

place age distribution substantially in the future, and it will become increasingly difficult to 

maintain the status quo. As discussed earlier, workplace age balance plays a major role in 

regulating enterprises’ continued existence and growth, workers’ professional development, 

and workers’ economic security. However, looking back over the past 20 years, and looking 

forward to the future trajectory of Japanese society, it is clearly evident that social and eco-

nomic trends may stand in the way of securing appropriate workplace age balance. This will 

in turn generate a variety of problems in the workplace. 

With this in mind, this article focuses on workplace age distribution and on employ-
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ees of intermediate age1 in particular, seeking to clarify their circumstances and the chal-

lenges they face on the job. Employees of intermediate age form the crux of enterprises’ 

human resources, they play a vital role in their operations, and as a bridge between mid-

dle-aged and older workers and younger, less experienced employees, they are indispensa-

ble for business operations and personnel cultivation, exerting an enormous influence over 

entire workplaces because of the central role in securing overall coordination and coopera-

tion. Analysis of the intermediate age group means not only examination of this generation’s 

current circumstances, but by extension, clarification of the current status and issues sur-

rounding the overall age distribution of workplaces in Japan today. 

 

II. Current Circumstances and Existing Research 
 

1. The Central Role of the Intermediate Age Period 
For many people, the intermediate age period (age 35 to 49) is one of heavy responsi-

bility both at work and at home. This life stage (or career phase) is understood as one in 

which people establish themselves, and in the workplace this means becoming highly ac-

customed to and competent at specific jobs, accumulating experience and fulfilling respon-

sibilities by performing these jobs, making contributions to their occupational fields and 

heightening their degree of specialization, and generally advancing their careers.2 During 

this period, workers grow into human resources of great value to their employers, gaining 

authority over subordinates and fulfilling social responsibilities through their work. They 

strive to heighten their own competencies further, and are expected both to grow profes-

sionally as individuals, and to contribute to the development of specialized skills and tech-

niques in their fields of expertise. 

This article discusses employees of intermediate age in their roles as the crucial core 

of the workforce. They are on the front lines of day-to-day business operations, and at the 

same time act as the “backbone” of their organizations, connecting predecessors from whom 

they learned their trades with younger workers whom they are guiding and cultivating. This 

means that if this age cohort is unable to carry out its duties and fulfill its functions properly, 

it will not only interfere enormously with current business operations, but can also threaten 

the future growth and the very survival of the enterprise. With workers of this age expected 

to fulfill such an important and heavy responsibility to society, and to grow professionally 

as individuals, this is clearly the crucial stage in career formation and the circumstances of 

these employees exert an outsized influence over other demographic cohorts as well. 

However, research on the working styles and workplace circumstances and issues of 

this cohort is extremely scarce. Much attention has been paid to diverse issues relating to 

younger workers, such as difficulty in finding employment after graduation and the high 

                                                           
1 In this article, the term refers to regular employees. 
2 See Super (1957), Super, Sverko and Super (1995). 
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rate of resignation soon after hiring, and numerous studies have been conducted. There have 

also been many studies on middle-aged and older workers, analyzing their content of duties, 

workplace circumstances, labor conditions and so forth, with reference to the amended Act 

on Stabilization of Employment of Elderly Persons enacted in 2013 and problems with the 

pension system. Compared to their juniors and seniors, however, employees of intermediate 

age have relatively little impact on the external labor market, as they are generally neither 

entering it nor leaving it, and issues affecting this age group are not as manifest in broader 

society. When breaking down Japan’s total unemployment rate by age group, the intermedi-

ate cohort has the lowest unemployment rate, and has not been the focus of attention in re-

cent years, making actual workplace circumstances difficult to monitor. Despite it being 

such a crucial stage both for enterprises’ business operations and individual employees’ ca-

reers, there is a serious paucity of research that details the circumstances surrounding and 

issues facing employees of intermediate age. 

 

2. Long Working Hours 
With regard to the working styles of intermediate-aged employees, the area of great-

est concern has been excessively long working hours. In the Japanese labor force as a whole, 

this area is showing signs of improvement, as government, management, and labor work 

together on efforts to promote work-life balance. According to the Ministry of Internal Af-

fairs and Communications (MIC) Statistics Bureau’s Fiscal 2012 Employment Status Sur-

vey, the percentage of all regular employees who work 60 or more hours per week has fall-

en since the previous survey in 2007. However, when these figures are broken down by age 

group, the highest percentage is among workers aged 30‒34 (16.2%), followed by age 

25‒29 (15.7%), closely followed by age 35‒39 (15.4%) and age 40‒44 (15.3%). It is evi-

dent that workers of intermediate age, in addition to younger workers, have high rates of 

overly long work hours (Figure 1). With regard to male employees only, approximately 20% 

of both the younger and intermediate-age demographic work 60 or more hours per week. 

Thus, the problem of excessively long work hours cannot be called resolved.  

The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare’s Summary of Occupational Accident 

Compensation for Brain- and Heart-Related Disease and Mental Disabilities (2013) shows 

the greatest number of claims for compensation for mental disabilities in the 30‒39 age 

group (428 cases) followed by the 40‒49 age group with 421. These are between 1.5 and 2 

times the totals for age 20‒29 (277 cases) and 50‒59 (218 cases). The number of cases offi-

cially determined to be work-related is also markedly higher among employees of interme-

diate age, with 382 for the 30‒39 and 347 for the 40‒49 cohort. The MIC Statistics Bureau’s 

Survey on Time Use and Leisure Activities (2011) indicates a relatively high incidence of 

poor health among workers whose weekly work hours exceed 60, and there is no doubt that 

such long working hours exact a heavy toll on workers both mentally and physically. 

With this in mind, let us examine the actual working styles and circumstances of em-

ployees of intermediate age, and analyze the reasons for disproportionate workload and  
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Source: Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, Fiscal 2012 Employment Status 
Survey (nationwide survey). 

Note: Regular employees / civil servants whose number of working days/hours is “Un-
clear” are omitted from this tabulation. 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of Regular Employees Working 60 or More Hours per 

Week (By Age Group) 
 

imbalance in assignment of responsibilities. 

 

III. Survey and Analysis 
 

This section discusses the working styles of employees of intermediate age, the 

workplace issues they face, and measures to address them. 

 

1. Survey Data 
The survey data employed here was obtained from responses to questionnaire and in-

terview surveys administered to enterprise labor unions by the Research Institute for Ad-

vancement of Living Standards (2014).3 The authors also participated in this survey, which 

gives a clear picture of workplace age distribution, the circumstances of each age group, and 

the various issues that arise as a result. Here, we focus on and analyze questionnaire survey 

results relating to employees of intermediate age (35‒49), and on results of interview sur-

veys targeting labor unions at enterprises where employees of intermediate age are experi-

                                                           
3 Between November 2012 and May 2014, the Research Institute for Advancement of Living 

Standards conducted a survey by administering questionnaires and conducting interviews at labor 
unions so as to gauge the state of age distribution in workplaces and related issues. The results are 
compiled in Research Institute for Advancement of Living Standards (2014). Refer to the report for 
further details.  
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encing workplace problems and some sort of countermeasures are being adopted.4 

 

2．Current Circumstances of Employees of Intermediate Age  
Figure 2 illustrates the wide range of problems that employees of intermediate age 

experience in the workplace.5 Among these the most commonly cited are “Increase in 

workload” and “Insufficient time to provide guidance and training to juniors and subordi-

nates,” both of which were experienced by 62.6% of respondents. These are followed by 

“Increase in overtime work” with 62.1%, and “Inadequate communication with colleagues, 

superiors, and subordinates” with 55.1%. From these responses it is evident that with ex-

tremely hectic work schedules, intermediate-aged employees are unable to communicate 

adequately with both older and younger age cohorts, and cannot find sufficient time to train 

the younger employees who will succeed them. 

Could intermediate-aged employees’ excessive workload be only a temporary situa-

tion? A look forward at projections for the next five years reveals that in fact, a rising num-

ber of enterprises are expecting the problem to worsen. More than four in five labor unions 

(80.8%) predict an “Increase in volume of work” five years from now, and nearly as many 

(79.0%) predict “Insufficient time to provide guidance and training to juniors and subordi-

nates.” Nearly as prevalent at 76.9% are labor unions forecasting an “Increase in overtime 

work,” and for virtually all of the other survey items, 65% or more of unions foresaw the 

problems in question occurring in five years’ time. 

In short, employees of intermediate age are already extremely overworked and related 

problems are occurring in many workplaces, and this is far from being a temporary situation. 

On the contrary, the number of these workplaces is expected to rise further, and as the sur-

vey shows, the workplace circumstances faced by employees in this age group are truly 

severe. 

Next, let us examine the working styles and workplace circumstances of intermedi-

ate-aged employees, and identify some of the reasons for their excessive workload.  

 

3. Appropriate Balance of Volume of Work and Number of Employees 
The greatest single cause of individual employees’ excessive workloads is an imbal-

ance between the volume of work and the number of workers assigned to complete it.6 

With this in mind, let us consider what an appropriate number of employees of intermediate 

age might be. 

                                                           
4 In this article, “younger employees” are those up to age 34, “employees of intermediate age” 

aged 35‒49, “middle-aged employees” aged 50‒59, and “older employees” 60 and above. 
5 The responses in this paragraph are to the question on the Research Institute for Advancement of 

Living Standard (2014) survey question “Do the following problems currently affect employees of 
intermediate age in your workplace? Do you expect them to be a problem five years from now?”  

6 In general, the most commonly cited reason for overtime work is an excessive per-person work-
load. See Ebisuno (2002). 
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Source: Prepared on the basis of the Research Institute for Advancement of Living  
Standards, Questionnaire Survey on Changing Age Distribution and Labor- 
Management Relations (2013). 

Note: Percentages for “Already a problem in the workplace” are the total of responses  
“Currently a problem, and expected to be one in the future as well” and “Currently  
a problem, but not expected to be a problem in the future.” Percentages for “Expected  
to become a problem over the next five years or so” are the total of responses “Currently  
a problem, and expected to be one in the future as well” and “Not a problem now, but 
expected to become one in the future.” 

 

Figure 2. Current Workplace Issues and Future Projections for Employees of 
Intermediate Age (N=390) 
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Source: Prepared on the basis of the Research Institute for Advancement of Living Standards, 
Questionnaire Survey on Changing Age Distribution and Labor-Management Relations 
(2013). 

 
Figure 3. Perception of Number of Employees of Intermediate Age (N=390) 
 

In researching appropriate age distribution in the course of this survey, it was found 

that no uniform model exists for calculating it. Age distributions that in the past would have 

been considered optimal, such as with a preponderance of younger workers or with even 

distribution of ages, are today not necessarily considered ideal in all cases. Over the past 20 

years or so not all enterprises have expanded, and many have seen their business shrink 

amid harsh economic conditions, while others have been radically reorganized through 

mergers, spinoffs, or other restructuring, or have downsized their domestic operations while 

expanding overseas. As a result the required number of employees, overall and of specific 

age groups, differs depending on the organization, and optimum age distribution can change 

over time. For this reason there is no consistent model for age distribution, and it varies 

depending on conditions and circumstances. Also, the rising number of non-regular em-

ployees has led to narrowing or transformation of regular employees’ scope of duties or 

content of work, and in some cases to downsizing or complete elimination of regular em-

ployees in some workplaces. In short, changes to organizations, content of work, or man-

agement policies have the effect of altering the number of employees needed and their ap-

propriate age distribution, and the image of optimal age balance varies depending on condi-

tions. 

With this in mind, we examined how the current situation at enterprises and in work-

places compares with the number of employees of intermediate age that would be optimal. 

The results are shown in Figure 3. The greatest number, approximately one-third (33.6%), 

responded that they had the appropriate number of employees of this age group, followed 

by “somewhat fewer than adequate” at 27.7% and “somewhat more than necessary” at 

20.5%. However, the percentage responding either “somewhat fewer than adequate” 

(27.7%) or “too few” (9.0%) adds up to 36.7%, and “somewhat more than necessary”  
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Table 1. Top Three Areas in Which Number of Intermediate-Age Employees Is  
Perceived as Problematic (Too Few / Too Many) 

 
Source: Prepared on the basis of the Research Institute for Advancement of Living Standards, 

Questionnaire Survey on Changing Age Distribution and Labor-Management Relations (2013). 
Note: Numbers in parentheses on table indicate total number of responses. 

 

(20.5%) and “too many” (6.9%) to 27.4%, meaning that while “appropriate number” may 

have been the most common response, there is an obvious and almost equal three-way divi-

sion between these labor unions and those that feel they have either too few or too many 

employees of the age cohort in question. 

Table 1 shows the distribution of enterprise labor unions that feel they have an inad-

equate or excessive number of employees of intermediate age, by relevant issue. The top 

three issues are “Increase in volume of work,” “Insufficient time to provide guidance and 

training to juniors and subordinates,” and “Increase in overtime work.”  

Examining the number of employees of intermediate age in workplaces where the top 

three issues above are cited, the largest category of labor unions responding to the survey 

(nearly 40%) felt that there were an insufficient number of employees of this age cohort. 

However, this does not constitute all or even a majority of workplaces perceiving these 

three problems both in the present and in the future, and in fact they are fairly evenly divid-

ed into three groups, with over 30% believing they currently had an “appropriate” number 

of these employees, and nearly 30% feeling they had an “excessive” number. Labor unions 

perceiving a workplace as having an “appropriate” number of employees of intermediate 

age does not necessarily mean it is free of issues, and in fact many of these workplaces face 

the issue of excessive workload, with the proportion likely to grow further in the future. 
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How can overworked employees (of intermediate age), with overly hectic schedules, be 

reconciled with a perception of an “appropriate” or even “excessive” number of these em-

ployees? When we consider balance between volume of work and number of personnel, 

workplaces with too many or just the right number of personnel ought not to have chroni-

cally overworked employees. Let us examine the interview survey results in detail to deter-

mine why this might be occurring. 

 

4. Three Patterns of Excessive Workload among Employees of Intermediate Age 
Here we will examine responses from 11 enterprise labor unions participating in the 

Research Institute interview survey and responding that employees of intermediate age ex-

perienced problems in the workplace. Table 2 shows the nature of problems experienced by 

employees of intermediate age and workplace circumstances, etc.7 

Perceptions regarding the number of employees of intermediate age can be divided 

into three types: A (perceiving the number of these employees as insufficient), B (optimal), 

and C (excessive). Let us examine the characteristics of these three types. 

 

Type A 
Labor unions responding that their workplaces have “somewhat fewer than adequate” 

or “too few” employees of intermediate age fit this type. Because there are not enough of 

said employees to handle the volume of work they must handle, each individual employee’s 

workload is too great, and the employees are overworked. As a result, they do not have 

enough time to train their juniors or subordinates. Many of these respondents perceive the 

number of younger workers as “appropriate,” indicating that personnel numbers (intermedi-

ate-age employees to younger employees) are imbalanced so that there is a relative scarcity 

of personnel in the position of “teaching” position and too many in that of “learning.” 

A notable cause of this situation is widespread curtailment or suspension of hiring in 

the past, with many respondents indicating that their organizations had greatly cut back on 

or completely frozen hiring of new graduates during the so-called employment ice age 

(roughly the early 90s through the mid-2000s) following the massive hiring of the economic 

bubble period (late 80s to the beginning of the 90s). 

 

Type B 
Workplaces in this category are perceived as having the right number of employees of 

intermediate age, but at the same time these employees are barely able to keep up with the 

workload and cannot find sufficient time to train their juniors or subordinates. One would 

assume that an “appropriate” number of workers would mean a good balance between 

number of employees and volume of work, and that employees would not be overworked, 
                                                           

7 Outline of results from 11 labor unions is shown in Appendix Table (page 53). For further details, 
refer to Research Institute for Advancement of Living Standards (2014). 
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so why is this problem afflicting employees of intermediate age? Detailed examination of 

the responses reveals a common theme, namely the perception that there are not enough 

younger workers. This indicates that due to a lack of younger workers, their seniors are 

performing what ought to be their duties––the experienced core personnel of the workplace, 

who are in positions of responsibility, are executing tasks that can and should be handled by 

younger and less experienced personnel. In other words, there are enough intermediate-age 

employees to handle the tasks that should rightly be theirs, but they are overworked because 

they are also handling tasks that should be the province of younger employees. 

Why are there too few younger workers in these workplaces? Again, we come up 

against the legacy of past cutbacks and freezes in hiring of new graduates, particularly dur-

ing the so-called employment ice age. 

 

Type C 
Respondents in this category claimed the number of employees of intermediate age 

was “somewhat more than necessary” or even “excessive,” but at the same time these em-

ployees appear to be overburdened, working excessively long hours and finding insufficient 

time to train or guide younger workers. Despite having more intermediate-age employees 

than would be required to handle the tasks that ought to be theirs, these workplaces report 

that workers in this age group are overworked. What these workplaces appear to have in 

common is a perceived shortage of both younger workers and middle-aged and older work-

ers. 

The problem of insufficient younger workers due to curbing or suspension of hiring 

of new graduates during the so-called employment ice age is shared in common with Type 

B, but in addition to this, middle-aged and older workers are in short supply because of 

large-scale employee transfers and early retirements during periods of recession. For this 

reason, employees of intermediate age are not able to dedicate themselves fully to their 

proper role as core personnel, connecting and bridging the gap between younger and older 

workers, but are also covering the duties of both their juniors and their seniors out of neces-

sity in addition to their own. Naturally there is a limit to the amount of work they can per-

form, and as a result they are insufficiently able to perform their own management duties or 

keep an eye on their juniors. However, there are also not enough senior employees for them 

to consult when faced with these harsh workplace environments and the range of challenges 

they present, and some survey respondents reported suffering on the part of overly burdened 

and isolated intermediate-aged employees. Even with a perceived excess of employees of 

intermediate age, these employees are forced to perform tasks beyond their rightful scope of 

duties, and face both overwork and isolation in the workplace. 

As we have seen, while there are three recognizable categories of workplace (A, B, 

and C) in terms of perceived number of employees of intermediate age, these employees are 

burdened with excessive workloads regardless of category, albeit for reasons that vary de-

pending on category. 
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Table 2. Issues and Strategies toward  
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Employees of Intermediate Age, by Type of Workplace 
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Table 2 
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(Continued) 
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Table 2 

 
Source: Prepared on the basis of Research Institute for Advancement of Living Standards, Age  
 Labor-Management Concerns (2014). 
Note: The “bubble period” refers to the Japanese economic boom years of the late 1980s and  
 following the bubble’s collapse (1993‒2005). 
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(Continued) 

 
Distribution Imbalance and Related Issues: Study on Changing Labor Force Composition and  
 
beginning of the 1990s. The “employment ice age” refers to sluggish hiring during the recession 
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5. Significance and Impact of This Issue 
The problem of excessive workload among employees of intermediate age, which is 

expected to become even more widespread in the future, does not only interfere with these 

employees’ ability to complete their rightful duties, and place them in a difficult posi-

tion––it also has a significant negative impact on other age groups, that is on the workplace 

as a whole, and on the operations of entire enterprises. 

Employees of intermediate age are supposed to be core personnel that inherit 

knowledge, skills, and techniques from middle-aged and older workers, grow professionally 

as individuals while contributing to the advancement of these skills and techniques, and 

cultivate younger co-workers who will eventually succeed them. If employees of intermedi-

ate age are unable to play this crucial role, the entire process will grind to a halt, threatening 

the growth and very survival of enterprises and severely detracting from their competitive-

ness and business performance. 

The intermediate age cohort plays a crucial role not only in the greater arc of enter-

prises’ development, but also in day-to-day business operations in which they serve on the 

front lines, while fostering their juniors as well. Their inability to fulfill this role affects the 

entire workplace and has a substantial negative effect on the efficacy and professional de-

velopment of younger workers. In recent years many workplaces have reported serious 

problems with high rates of turnover (i.e. resignation not long after hiring) among younger 

employees, and with their professional development, and these issues facing employees of 

intermediate age clearly contribute to this. Because intermediate-aged employees are over-

burdened and cannot keep up with their own tasks, they are unable to keep an eye on 

younger workers, and this means they are not only unable to spend sufficient time cultivat-

ing them, they may also miss important signs that their juniors are struggling on the job, and 

be unable to pay attention to, care for, and discuss issues with them, often creating a nega-

tive workplace atmosphere and environment in which people feel unable to consult others 

about their concerns. This in turn stunts younger workers’ professional development and 

leads them to resign soon after being hired. As shown in Figure 4,8 among both university 

and high school graduates, rates of turnover are higher in workplaces where employees of 

intermediate age have insufficient time to provide guidance and training to younger workers 

than in others. Conversely, among enterprises with a low rate (below 5%) of resignation 

within the first three years after hiring, more than half (56.4%) reported sufficient time de-

voted to training and guidance, and only 35% (with regard to university graduates) and 41% 

(with regard to high school graduates) reported insufficient time. It is often difficult for 

younger workers who have not yet developed professionally to resolve problems on their 

own, and it is extremely important to have a system in place in which they can easily con-

sult their seniors when issues arise. However, when these seniors are overburdened and can 
                                                           

8 Indicates responses to question about rate of resignation within three years after hiring among 
new graduates (university graduates and high school graduates). “No new graduates hired” and “no 
response” omitted from tabulation of results. 
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Figure 4. Rate of Resignation among University Graduates and High School 
Graduates Depending on Whether or Not Intermediate-Age  
Employees Have Insufficient Time to Train and Cultivate Younger  
Workers 

 

barely keep up with their own duties, younger workers feel reluctant to consult them, yet are 

unable to resolve issues on their own, and end up quitting before long. 

The flow of handing down skills and techniques to successors, cultivating human re-

sources, and performing day-to-day operations is one that the entire workplace must work 

together to achieve, and partnership and cooperation among different age groups is essential. 

When intermediate-age employees who form the crux of this partnership and cooperation 

are unable to fulfill their duties and functions, younger workers, and indeed the entire 

workplace and enterprise are enormously affected. As predictions point to this problem 

growing more widespread and severe in the future, it must be considered an issue of the 

utmost urgency. 
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6. Countermeasures 
In this section we will examine case examples of countermeasures described by labor 

unions responding to the survey. No doubt the most effective strategy is to secure the ap-

propriate age distribution in the workplace, for example by reinforcing the ranks of em-

ployees of specific age cohorts. However, this is not easily done, as illustrated by imbal-

anced age distribution resulting from lackluster hiring during the oil crises of the 70s, which 

persists 30 years later and will not be resolved until this generation reaches retirement age. 

Once a pattern of age distribution is entrenched it is difficult to make significant adjust-

ments to it. Some enterprises have attempted to modify the age balance with mid-career 

hires, but this has not resolved the problem, due to difficulties such as training these em-

ployees effectively in the required skills and techniques. 

A common strategy to address the situation was support from older workers aged 60 

or above. It is mandatory for companies to offer employment up until the age of 65 to those 

wishing to keep working, and providing support for overworked employees of intermediate 

age has been seen as an important role of senior workers with extensive experience and a 

command of sophisticated skills and techniques. It has also been viewed as an effective 

strategy for resolving serious difficulties in finding enough appropriate tasks for older 

workers as their ranks increase. Providing advice and training for employees of intermediate 

age is an area that can only be handled by older veteran employees with many years of ex-

perience, and enables them to feel rewarded and motivated on the job, while their support 

can alleviate the overly hectic schedules of employees of intermediate age. This, in turn, can 

help them find time to develop their own professional competencies and devote attention to 

training their juniors. A system in which older employees provide support to employees of 

intermediate age has significant benefits for both groups, and also has a positive impact on 

the working styles of middle-aged to older workers between the two age groups who base 

their own practices on this model. Naturally, having an effective training structure in place 

benefits younger workers as well. In short, having the oldest employees in the workplace 

provide support to overworked employees of intermediate age is a strategy that significantly 

benefits the entire workplace. 

As described earlier, problems with cultivating younger workers have been noted in 

recent years, and it is frequently suggested that having the oldest employees train the 

youngest workers could be a solution. However, this survey found a considerable number of 

case examples in which the large age gap caused difficulties. Older employees report not 

knowing how to teach things to workers much younger than themselves, and younger 

workers find it difficult to ask questions or seek advice from older workers due to a lack of 

common ground in terms of topics. It appears that the most effective strategy for handing 

down skills and knowledge and training younger generations is for employees of intermedi-

ate age (35‒49) to play their rightful role in training younger employees (up to 34), with 

support from older employees (60 and above). When each age cohort plays its proper role, 

and older employees are able to make effective use of the competencies they have devel-
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oped over many years, it serves to heighten the morale not only of older employees but of 

everyone in the workplace. 

 

IV. Summary 
 

Compared to the youngest and oldest employees, society pays scant attention to the 

issues faced by employees of intermediate age, but examination of their working styles and 

circumstances reveals serious problems with excessive workload. In the future, it is pre-

dicted that these problems will only grow worse. This section encapsulates the matters dis-

cussed thus far and summarizes issues to be dealt with going forward. 

 

1. Issues Facing Employees of Intermediate Age Affect the Entire Workplace 
The greatest single cause of excessive workloads is an imbalance between the volume 

of work and the number of workers, but when we drill down on the root causes, we find 

three main patterns. These are: workplaces with too few employees of intermediate age to 

handle the volume of work they must handle; workplaces with the right number of employ-

ees of intermediate age but too few younger workers, meaning that intermediate-age em-

ployees must cover for younger employees and become overworked; and workplaces with 

somewhat more intermediate-age employees than necessary, but a shortage of both younger 

workers and middle-aged and older workers, meaning that the employees in the intermedi-

ate age cohort are still overburdened because they must complete tasks that are rightfully 

the province of their juniors and seniors, and are isolated without older mentors to consult.  

Excessive workloads interfere with the duties employees of intermediate age ought to 

fulfill, such as management duties, building their own competency, contributing to the ad-

vancement of knowledge, skills, and techniques, and cultivating younger co-workers who 

will succeed them. This means issues affecting intermediate-age employees have an impact 

extending beyond that age cohort, contributing significantly to the serious problems that 

have affected younger employees recently, such as difficulty with training and a high rate of 

resignation soon after hiring. Employees of intermediate age are the “backbone” of work-

places’ human resources, playing crucial roles on the front lines of day-to-day business op-

erations, and at the same time inheriting knowledge, skills, and techniques from predeces-

sors and handing it down to younger workers whom they are guiding and cultivating. This 

means that this age cohort exerts an enormous impact over all other age groups and the en-

tire workplace, and the abovementioned problems with younger employees are a prime 

example of this. 

Looking back at the past, the problems currently facing employees of intermediate 

age similarly represent the legacy of influence from other age groups, and in the future they 

will go on to impact others significantly. It is precisely because employees of intermediate 

age are the linchpin of workplaces’ human resources that they are both highly subject to 

influence from other age groups, and exert an outsized impact on them. Various age groups 
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in the workplace are inextricably intertwined with deep and enduring ties, and problems 

affecting one of them are by no means limited to that group, nor can that group resolve the 

problems alone. Neither difficulties in cultivating younger workers nor problems with ex-

cessive workload among intermediate-age workers can be resolved unless workers of all 

ages tackle problems together in a cooperative and coordinated fashion. 

 

2. Issues for the Future  
The most effective means of resolving the problems we have been examining is to 

secure the appropriate age distribution in the workplace. However, the imbalanced age dis-

tribution that leads to excessive workload for employees of intermediate age has roots going 

all the way back to time of hiring, such as the curtailment or suspension of hiring of new 

graduates during the so-called employment ice age (roughly the early 90s through the 

mid-2000s). Some enterprises have attempted to modify the age balance with mid-career 

hires of personnel in underrepresented age groups, but this has not resolved the problem due 

to problems such as training these employees effectively in the required skills and tech-

niques. The pattern of age distribution is essentially created and entrenched at the time of 

hiring of new graduates, its influence persisting indefinitely thereafter. Enterprises that are 

attempting to resolve the problem do so by rendering it visible, specifying the tasks with 

which intermediate-age employees require support and assigning abundantly experienced 

older employees to provide it. Only these employees can play the role of supporting and 

cultivating employees of intermediate age, and it enables the veteran employees to feel re-

warded and motivated on the job. This is evidently an appropriate task for older employees, 

whose ranks will grow in the future. Having the oldest employees train the youngest work-

ers results in communication difficulties caused by the large age gap, so it appears that they 

are more suited to supporting employees of intermediate age. It is a highly effective strategy 

that benefits both age groups and, by extension, the entire workplace.  

However, there remains a need for measures that directly impact age distribution it-

self, which is shaped by hiring, entrenched, and becomes the source of problems later when 

imbalanced. In this survey, workplaces that did not report problems involving employees of 

intermediate age were those that hired new graduates constantly, and ensured appropriate 

age distribution.9 This points to the importance of closely examining the workplace situa-

tion, identifying who handles which tasks, and determining how many employees of each 

age cohort are needed. In fact, however, unions where labor and management held discus-

sions or group negotiations on the number of new graduates to hire accounted for a mere 

16% of the total (Figure 5).10 This means that conversely, over 80% of organizations held 

no labor-management talks on hiring levels, which are the greatest cause of problems  

                                                           
9 Refer to interview survey by Research Institute for Advancement of Living Standards (2014). 
10 Indicates responses to survey question about whether labor and management held discussions on 

the number of new graduates hired. It should be noted that in Japan, labor-management discussions 
and negotiations primarily take place between enterprises and enterprise labor unions. 
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Figure 5. Percentage of Unions Engaging in Labor-Management Negotiations/ 
Discussions on Number of New Graduates to Hire 

 

afflicting employees of intermediate age, despite the severity of age distribution imbalances 

in so many workplaces. The number of new graduates hired each year fluctuates greatly 

depending on broader economic conditions, companies’ business performance, and man-

agement policies. A framework in which older employees support those of intermediate age 

is currently being implemented as an immediate countermeasure, and appears effective as a 

means of soothing the simmering pressures of the workplace. However, the problem is sure 

to grow even more severe in the future, and there are concerns over the impact of even more 

imbalanced age distribution. If human resources are not sufficiently cultivated today, even if 

their numbers are reasonably sufficient, the next generation of employees of intermediate 

age may not be able to fulfill their proper functions, the next generation of middle-aged and 

older workers may not be able to play their rightful roles, and so forth. Problems that are 

latent today may manifest themselves in more obvious form. Going forward, we may face a 

shortage of human resources in a qualitative sense. 

Workplace age distribution has a significant influence on enterprises’ continued ex-

istence and growth, workers’ professional development, and workers’ economic security. 

Once this age distribution is entrenched, it is very hard to modify it after the fact. This 

means it is crucial to look at human resource needs from a medium to long-term perspective, 

and to resolve problems by addressing their root causes. As we have seen, there is no con-

sistent model for age distribution, making it all the more important for labor and manage-

ment at each enterprise to monitor and assess workplace circumstances and appropriate 

numbers of personnel for each age group. While taking into account the number of older 

employees, which is expected to grow in the future, and the roles they play, there is also a 

pressing need to consider the number of new graduates to hire, as they will eventually be-
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come the core personnel upholding the enterprise. Even if management makes the final de-

cision on number of people hired, it is vital for the long-term growth and development of 

both management and labor for both parties to have an accurate understanding of the situa-

tion in the workplace, and to work together on resolving personnel-related issues. 

Finally, the limitations of this survey should be noted, along with issues for future 

study. In its analysis of enterprises’ core personnel, this survey focused on regular employ-

ees. However, as we have seen, the root causes of age distribution problems extend back to 

the time of hiring, and here the role of non-regular personnel cannot be ignored. Today, 

non-regular personnel handle many tasks that were formerly the province of regular em-

ployees, and this has a considerable impact on the number of regular employees needed. As 

a rule, non-regular employees are hired and utilized based on the tasks they are to perform, 

with age not taken into account, and their working styles and circumstances are essentially 

unrelated to the axes of age and time that are central to this study. There is an urgent need 

for further examination of the composition of the labor force, which takes into account the 

relationship between these fundamentally different types of personnel. 
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