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Chapter 2.  Background for the Reform of the Public Employee System in the East 
Asian Countries 

Section 1.  Background for the Request for Cooperation to Japan, etc. 
With the expansion and development of market economy and democratization/modernization of 

society, etc., democratization and streamlining of administration, which supports the foundation of 

society and economy, have become a common issue in the East Asian countries, including ASEAN, 

despite some differences in their national and social systems. For the purpose of improving the 

administration in each country, it is essential to develop the public employee system, which serves as 

the foundation for administration, in light of the social and economic situation, along with the reform 

of administrative organs and finance. 

While each country should independently make efforts to develop and reform the public 

employee system, Japan has received requests from the countries, which recognize the 

modernization of Japan as a model case and want to know the public employee system in Japan as 

well as its actual operation. The NPA has provided cooperation and support to accommodate such 

requests. 

Section 2.  Areas the East Asian Countries Need to Reform 
1. Recruitment Based on the Merit System

One of the most important areas in the public employee system in each country is realization of 

appointment based on the merit system through fair recruitment examination of public employees. 

Each country has commonly aimed at securing excellent personnel in public service through 

recruitment based on the merit system without favoritism.  

The modern public employee system is supported by initial appointment based on the results of 

fair competitive examination, free from personal connections or political dynamics. Looking back 

the history of public employee systems in the world, the United Kingdom based on the 

Northcote-Trevelyan Report in 1853 established the Civil Service Commission to carry out the 

recruitment examination of public employees, which were common among ministries, with the aim 

of securing excellent personnel which means that United Kingdom introduced the recruitment 

system based on performance by way of recruitment examination. Additionally the United States, 

where political appointment had been mainly carried out, established the Civil Service Commission 

pursuant to the Pendleton Civil Service Act in 1883 in order to remove harmful effects caused by the 

spoils system. Then, the country launched the open competitive examination starting from low-level 

employees and established the principle to appoint officials based on the examination results. Today, 

appointment based on the merit system is applied in principle to public employees up to 

director-general level at the headquarters. Meanwhile, appointment based on the merit system is 
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taken for granted in Germany and France, which have the tradition of professional civil servants. 

Particularly with regard to initial appointment, the merit system linked to the educational 

background has been firmly established in these countries. In Japan, initial appointment through 

examination was gradually realized since the establishment of Rule on Civil Service Examination 

and Apprenticeship in 1887, which prescribed initial appointment through examination. After the 

war, the NPA was founded in 1948. Since then, the NPA has conducted the recruitment examination, 

which is linked to the educational level. 

Looking at East Asian countries of today, some countries like Cambodia and Myanmar after 

domestic confusion, etc. are now developing, have developed basic governance and administrative 

systems, and are trying to have economic and social exchange with other countries. On the other 

hand, in countries such as Thailand, the Philippines and Indonesia, where the social and economic 

system has been established to a certain degree and the foundation for economic activity has been 

completed, there is a movement to enhance the administrative capabilities, for instance through 

recruiting excellent personnel in public service, with the aim of further development of the economy 

and society. 

In these East Asian Countries, recruitment examination has been introduced and implemented. 

Nevertheless, many of them have to cope with challenges in terms of contents and implementation 

such as whether the examination is carried out fairly, and whether the examination effectively 

functions as a tool to select excellent personnel. 

Cambodia needs fair implementation of the recruitment examination and proper initial 

appointment of competent personnel in order to secure human resources required for the government 

that is working on restructuring of administration, etc. At present, Cambodia is trying to examine the 

recruitment examination carried out by each ministry, from various viewpoints, such as how the 

Ministry of Civil Service, which is responsible for securing fairness, shall get involved in that 

examination, and if excellent personnel can be selected only with the written test. 

In Myanmar, with regard to the initial appointment of “Gazetted Civil Servants”, who are in 

charge of policy planning in each Ministry, the Union Civil Service Board collectively implements 

the recruitment examination. 

In Vietnam, which is promoting the Doi Moi Policy focusing on the introduction of the market 

economy system as well as the reform and market-opening, it is necessary to secure excellent public 

employees who are trusted by the people in order to secure trust in the government, to stabilize the 

society and to develop the economy. Accordingly, the country is working on a reform of the 

recruitment examination, etc. with a view to eradicating injustice in initially appointing and 

promoting excellent personnel based on their performance. In that regard, Vietnam expresses a 

strong interest in the method and content of the recruitment examination in Japan, where applicants 

are evaluated based on the results of fair examination without favoritism, and the NPA has provided 
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technical assistance to Vietnam since 2014. 

Malaysia, with a per capita GDP of over 10,000 dollars, has completed a series of measures to 

modernize administration. The Public Service Commission is basically responsible for initial 

appointment of general civil servants of the federal government. The examination procedures, such 

as application, and implementation of basic ability test and psychological test have been made online. 

Along with the introduction of online procedures, the interviews are conducted at night and on 

weekends for the convenience of applicants; and PR activities are strengthened, etc. for the purpose 

of securing excellent human resources. Although sufficient applicants for public employees are 

secured now owing to the remuneration level of public employees that can be competitive with that 

of the private sector, in addition to these measures, Malaysia has launched the scholarship program 

to initially appoint personnel who graduated from universities at home or abroad with excellent 

results as candidates for future senior officials.  

Furthermore, Indonesia and the Philippines have also promoted the use of IT technology, for 

instance through making application of recruitment examinations online and implementing 

computer-based examinations. 

In Thailand, with regard to the competitive examinations, the general common test is conducted 

by the Office of Civil Service Commission. The officials of this Commission get involved also in the 

examination carried out by each Department as the personnel selection committee members in order 

to secure fairness in the implementation of examinations, etc. 

Moreover in China, initial appointment through examination was one of the main pillars of the 

development of the public employee system, which started with the promulgation of the Temporary 

Statute of the National Public Servant of China in 1993. 

In ASEAN, the Philippines takes the role of the ASEAN Regional Center for testing, and the 

Philippine Civil Service Commission offers a place to share information, technologies and 

experiences in the ASEAN member countries and to provide assistance. In 2014, the Commission 

hosted the conference and workshop with the aim of creating and developing the systems for 

recruitment examination and promotion based on examination in the member countries, especially in 

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam. 

2. Human Resource Development through Training, etc. 

Development of human resources in charge of administrative management is the next most 

important area in the reform in each country following recruitment examinations. Efforts are being 

made in every country to develop personnel as bearers of the administration with a view to meeting 

the administrative needs and enhance the quality and efficiency of public service. 

In public service, fairness, impartiality and neutrality, etc. are strictly demanded, and there are 

many areas that require specific technical knowledge and skills in executing operations. Therefore, it 

is common that human resources, which are necessary for the stable and continuous execution of 
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administration, are secured through the development of existing staff in a department. Personnel 

management based on long-term employment is implemented also in East Asian countries, and the 

development of personnel within a department and effective use of such employees have become 

important issues for these countries. 

In each country, each ministry offers the training for specific job to its employees, and the core 

training institute established within the central personnel administration agency, etc. carries out the 

cross-ministerial training. The core training institute in each country mainly implements the training 

to develop senior officials, and at the same time, helps a training institute in each ministry with 

curriculum development, etc. Accordingly, the core training institutes contribute to the human 

resource development in public service through the development of senior officials and enrichment 

of the training in each ministry. The training to develop senior officials mainly aims at acquiring the 

abilities that are useful to perform duties after promotion. But in some countries, such as Indonesia 

and Vietnam, participation in a certain training course is a condition for promotion. 

In Cambodia, the government has positioned the realization of Good Governance as the central 

goal of the national development strategy and worked on anticorruption and administrative reform, 

etc. Under such circumstances, it is required to enhance the ability to perform duties and to change 

the way of thinking of public employees. Accordingly, Royal School of Administration takes the lead 

in designing the training course for officials to acquire the basic abilities and knowledge, etc. in 

addition to developing senior officials, with paying attention to the training system, etc. in Japan. 

In Indonesia, participation in the specific training courses carried out by the National Institute of 

Public Administration is a prerequisite for promotion up to Vice Minister, Director-General, 

Department Director and Division Director levels. The objective of these training courses is to 

acquire the ability to lead reforms as well as the technical and managerial skills so that they can 

exercise their leadership as senior officials. 

Malaysia also places a high priority on human resource development (training). It is mandatory 

to allocate 1% of personnel expenses to the training budget, and employees are obligated to 

participate in training for more than 7 days a year. Recognizing the necessity to change the way of 

thinking of employees to carry out reform, such subjects as values expected of public employees and 

leadership to promote reforms are incorporated into the training offered by the National Institute of 

Public Administration. 

In the Philippines, the Civil Service Commission itself implements training for the employees in 

each ministry in addition to developing the policy concerning training and coordinating the 

implementation of training. The Commission is involved in the development of the training based on 

competency with a view to developing the ability suitable for each government post. In addition, in 

partnership with Development Academy of the Philippines, the Commission is actively engaging in 

the training for senior executives and their candidates. 
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Moreover in Thailand, the Office of Civil Service Commission established the Civil Service 

Training Institute and engages in developing “High Performance and Potential System” common to 

each department where the candidates for future senior officials are developed through offering 

opportunities for job rotation and training, etc.; implementing cross-department training courses to 

nurture senior officials; and providing assistance to each department through the development and 

supply of training materials, etc. 

Myanmar is putting an emphasis on the capacity development of senior officials with a view to 

realizing Good Governance, improving public service and realizing the administration without 

corruption. The Central Training Institute for Civil Servants carries out the training programs, which 

are designed to improve management ability and to enhance public service ethics, etc. with reference 

to the public employee system, the measures to maintain ethics and the training systems, etc. in 

Japan. 

In Vietnam, it is necessary to nurture leaders particularly in the younger generation after the 

Vietnam War for the purpose of securing human resources to properly run the country. Accordingly, 

leaders are systematically developed and allocated. For that purpose, the Ho Chi Minh National 

Academy of Politics implements training courses to evaluate the ability of the candidates and the 

results are used for selection. Therefore, it is required to develop and implement the training courses 

appropriate for the leader development, and the NPA is providing assistance to some parts of the 

development and implementation efforts. Additionally, the National Academy of Public 

Administration, established under the Ministry of Interior, implements the training, and participation 

in such training is a prerequisite for promotion. 

In Korea, the training institute is established under the central personnel administration agency to 

offer cross-ministerial training, and carries out training with the main objective of developing 

personnel who can respond to globalization and lead reform. 

As previously stated, East Asian countries have a keen interest in improving the training for 

senior officials or their candidates, aiming at raising the level of government personnel. At the same 

time, each country recognizes the necessity to enhance the ability of the employees in charge of 

general service to perform their duties. Personnel development of public employees through these 

training programs, etc. is one of the most important measures of personnel management, and the 

training institutes, which serve as the core for such measures, play a significant role. 

3. Ethics Maintenance and Anticorruption 

The third issue is maintenance of public service ethics and anticorruption. As indicated in the 

U.N. Anticorruption Convention, corruption is a serious problem, which harms the system and 

values of democracy, the ethical values and justice, and also endangers sustainable development and 

the rule of law. Especially in developing countries, it is important that daily corporate activities are 

guaranteed by fair and stable administration, for the sake of smooth development of economy and 
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society. Accordingly, the maintenance of public service ethics has become an important issue for 

each country in order to secure public trust and to operate administration properly. 

As stipulated in this Convention, for the purpose of anticorruption of public employees, 

measures should be taken for the entire public employee system, ranging from recruitment, initial 

appointment, promotion, remuneration, education/training to retirement of public employees along 

with the establishment and observance of the code of conduct of public employees. Generally, 

government enterprises as well as permission and authorization from the administration, etc. often 

become a breeding ground for corruption amid economic development. Furthermore, in many 

ASEAN countries, the remuneration of public employees is not high enough to cover their living 

costs due to the low remuneration level in the private sector or financial shortage. Therefore, the 

receipt of illicit money, etc. in public service has been widely spread in some countries. 

As suggested in the study on public service ethics, which was conducted by the OECD, there are 

two types of approaches to address public service ethics: the compliance approach, and the integrity 

approach. The compliance approach is to establish the code of conduct, monitor the observance of 

the code, and crack down on violations. On the other hand, the integrity approach is to enhance the 

self-discipline of public employees. These two approaches are not alternatives but complement each 

other. Both approaches should be combined to take measures in accordance with the situation of 

each country and society. 

In Cambodia, elimination of corruption is the top priority issue as the key to realize Good 

Governance, which is positioned as the central goal of the “Rectangular Strategy”, which is a 

national development strategy currently implemented in the country. Accordingly, the government 

established the Act on Corruption Prevention, developed the National Committee for Corruption 

Prevention and the Corruption Prevention Unit, and takes such measures as publicizing the laws, 

assigning personnel in charge in each ministry, and asset reports of public employees. 

In Indonesia, the Corruption Eradication Commission was launched in 2003 different from the 

existing police/public prosecutor agencies against a backdrop of low public trust in police/prosecutor 

agencies due to the corruption in police, etc. and the surge of public criticism against the corruption 

of high-ranking government officials. The Commission has the authority for investigation and 

prosecution of the corruption cases. 

Myanmar is actively working on training concerning ethics aiming at promoting the employees’ 

understanding of public service ethics and raising their ethics consciousness. The country is making 

a study to develop teaching materials of ethics and to develop the ability of instructors focusing on 

the teaching materials and training methods of the ethics training for public employee in Japan. 

In Malaysia, corruption prevention is one of the main six areas of the government’s reform 

program and recognized as the important issue for the reform of the administrative and public 

employee system. In 2009, the Anti-Corruption Commission of Malaysia was established as the 
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agency specializing in anticorruption pursuant to the Act on the Anti-Corruption Commission. 

Targeting the private sector as well as the public sector, this Commission detects and investigates 

illegal acts; and provides advice and cooperation, etc. concerning anticorruption. Furthermore, the 

Agency Integrity Management Division was established in this Commission, and an Integrity Units 

was also established in each ministry with the aim of strengthening Good Governance through 

inhibition of criminal acts and internal control. 

In Thailand, the Code of Ethics for Civil Servants was established in 2009 as the Royal Decree. 

The Ethics Code stipulates ten general rules of conduct to be observed by public employees in order 

to maintain their ethics, and illustrates the inappropriate acts that violate the ethics rules. Meanwhile, 

the National Anti-Corruption Commission was established pursuant to the Constitution of 1997 to 

handle the corruption cases committed by politicians and high-level officials. Moreover, the Public 

Sector Anti-Corruption Committee was established under the Ministry of Justice to deal with the 

corruption cases committed by public employees at Division Director level or below. 

In the Philippines, the Civil Service Commission conducts unannounced on-site inspections at 

each ministry to prevent corruptions, etc. 

As stated above, the compliance approach is mainly taken in the ASEAN countries as a measure 

for ethics maintenance, but the measures against corruption cannot easily produce the positive 

effects due to the issues related to low remuneration level, etc. For the purpose of sustainable ethics 

maintenance, it is necessary to properly maintain working conditions, such as remuneration, and at 

the same time to take the integrity approach to maintain self-awareness and self-discipline as public 

employees. 

4. Remuneration and Other Working Conditions 

It is essential to ensure working conditions, including remuneration, in order to secure excellent 

personnel in public service. In addition, it is also necessary to promote the setting of proper 

remuneration, etc. for the purpose of preventing corruption as suggested in the U.N. Anticorruption 

Convention. 

In Cambodia, the remuneration level of public employees is not high enough to cover their living 

costs, and thus, raise of public employee salary has become a serious issue to prevent corruption and 

secure human resources. 

Vietnam and China also have to address the issue of securing a proper remuneration level for the 

purpose of preventing corruption as well as securing human resources. 

In the Philippines, the remuneration system is developed based on four principles: 1) equal pay 

for equal work, 2) balance between the public and private sectors, 3) motivation for continued 

service and 4) observance of the Act on the Minimum Wage. The remuneration level is lower than 

that in the private sector due to budgetary constraints, and the gap is wider in higher positions. 

In Thailand, the remuneration level of public employees is much lower than that in the private 
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sector, and improvement has been required for the purpose of securing human resources and 

preventing corruption. Despite the recent improvements, the remuneration level is roughly 30% 

lower than that in the private sector on average. With the aim of securing an appropriate 

remuneration level of public employees, etc., attention is lately paid to the method to set the 

remuneration level of public employees based on the survey on the remuneration in the private 

companies like the one carried out in Japan. Furthermore, designing a remuneration system in 

accordance with the living costs in each place by referring to the regional allowance system in Japan 

is now under consideration with a view to creating a more sophisticated remuneration system for 

public employees. 

In Malaysia, the remuneration level of public employees is the same or higher than that in the 

private sector, which is one of the attractive features of public service along with the stable 

employment. In the recent reform, the remuneration system was changed to increase grades and pay 

steps in order to increase the opportunity of promotion and motivate employees. In this way, efforts 

have been made to maintain excellent employees. 

In Indonesia, the remuneration level of the officials at mid-level or lower is almost the same with 

that in the private sector, but the remuneration level of senior officials is lower than that in the 

private sector. The study is carried out on the reform of the government post classification system 

aiming at making a shift from the seniority-oriented system to a system based on duties and 

performance. 

As mentioned above, it is necessary to properly maintain remuneration and other working 

conditions of public employees for the purpose of securing human resources in public service, 

maintaining ethics and preventing corruption. Many countries, however, have a lot of concerns, such 

as budgetary constraints. Thailand and some other countries aspire to improve remuneration 

focusing on some specific areas. In addition, some countries are pursuing working conditions other 

than remuneration, such as work-life balance, to secure human resources. 

With the economic development, many countries began to face the same problems as Japan is 

now challenging including: treatment of employees who are job-oriented but at the same time are 

reflecting on their life stage under the long-term employment system, implementation of fair and 

convincing evaluation, and reflection of the evaluation results on remuneration amid the stable 

operation of the personnel evaluation system. This is one of the topics on which many questions are 

raised at the international cooperation training conducted in collaboration with the NPA. 

Meanwhile, few countries in East Asia have the determination system of working conditions 

based on basic labor rights, which can be seen in Japan as well as the U.S. and European countries. 




