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Chapter 3.  The Public Employee System in Japan and Future International 
Cooperation 
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Section 1.  The Public Employee System in Japan 
1. Initial Appointment Based on the Merit System

As described previously, introduction of competitive examinations and initial appointment 

based on the merit system without favoritism is the basic of the modern public employee system. 

In Japan, public employees are “servants of all citizens” under the Constitution of Japan. The 

National Public Service Act, which was established based on this, stipulates the principle of a merit 

system to ensure fairness. The Act also stipulates, the NPA as a specialized agency in charge of 

personnel administration independent of the Cabinet. While each minister appoints its employees, 

the NPA is responsible for the implementation of the recruitment examination of national public 

employees and decides the successful applicants. Then the appointers decide the recruits from them. 

Such a system keeps away the pressure from politics, etc. on initial appointment with the public trust 

in the fairness of the recruitment examination of national public employees, this system has played a 

role to secure diverse and competent human resources required in public service. 

The NPA has been continuously working on the reform of the recruitment examination 

system in order to secure necessary human resources in response to changes of the times. In recent 

years, revisions have been made since 2008 with the basic objectives; to create an opportunity to 

shift to personnel management based on ability and performance through a fundamental revision of 

the recruitment examination system, and to make the examination system contribute to securing 

diverse personnel responding to new sources of human resources, such as professional graduate 

schools. Since FY 2012, the recruitment examination system has been reorganized into the new 

system including the Examination for Comprehensive Service and the Examination for General 

Service, etc. In FY 2014, 22 types of recruitment examinations of national public employees were 

carried out 25 times in total (including the Examination for Ministry of Foreign Affairs Specialists). 

In order to judge the abilities appropriately in the recruitment examination for public 

employees, it is necessary to organize the examination with a proper selection and combination of 

multiple-choice test, essay written test, interview test, group discussion test, etc. In addition to 

making questions for written tests, it is also required to research and develop examination techniques 

for interview and other types of tests and to make improvements. Accumulation of technical skills 

and knowledge is required to plan these examinations, make questions, and develop the examination 

techniques. Accordingly, each country has a specialized agency in charge of planning and 

implementing the recruitment examinations of public employees. As an agency specializing in 

personnel administration, the NPA has made efforts to secure excellent personnel required in public 

service through developing and revising the system, content and techniques, etc. of the examination 

appropriately at the right time. The NPA will continue these efforts to secure excellent personnel. 

Moreover, the major initial appointment style in Japan in both the public and private sectors 
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is to recruit new graduates all at once. Therefore, with regard to initial appointment of public 

employees, the expected graduates of high schools, universities and graduate schools are initially 

appointed each year through the recruitment examination, which is common throughout the Cabinet 

Office and each ministry. In the recruitment examinations of national public employees in FY 2014, 

around 140,000 people applied for and around 19,000 passed the examination. In carrying out many 

recruitment examinations all at once on a national scale, a specialized agency with broad experience 

and knowledge is required to assume responsibility for conduct in order to secure appropriate 

implementation free of fraud and error. 

 

2. Human Resource Development through Training, etc. 

The development of existing staff is as important as the recruitment of excellent personnel. 

In order to achieve the results expected by the people, pubic employees need to improve their 

knowledge and ability as experts in each area in charge, and at the same time to have the 

consciousness and ability required as the servants of all citizens. 

In the U.S. and many European and East Asian countries, the specialized agencies 

independent of each ministry conduct the training. Similarly in Japan, the NPA, independent of the 

Cabinet, established a specialized facility called National Institute of Public Administration and 

implements the training with a view to nurturing employees to get aware of the mission as the 

servants of all citizens and have diverse viewpoints. Especially, the NPA is systematically and 

effectively carrying out the Administrative Training Courses to enable employees to acquire basic 

attitudes as public employees and common skills in public service as well as ethics, etc., through 

implementing the training across the government in accordance with the levels of position. It is 

necessary to enrich and reinforce the Administrative Training Courses so that public employees can 

maintain the public trust and perform their duties as the servants of all citizens. 

Each ministry conducts technical business training and various types of training that are 

necessary for personnel management. In the meantime, the NPA, as the specialized agency with the 

knowledge about training, develops the training courses and materials, which are common 

throughout the Cabinet Office and all ministries, and nurtures the training instructors, etc. in order to 

provide assistance for training carried out by each ministry. The management of training in such a 

way over a long period of time has sophisticated the programs and techniques of the training, leading 

to the requests for assistance from the developing countries to the NPA. 

In Japan, human resource development has been conducted mainly through on-the-job 

training (OJT), which has been having great effects in the development of personnel from operation 

level staff to senior officials. However, the human resource development based on the OJT, which 

offers the existing knowhow and knowledge, is not sufficient to respond to the rapid changes in 

society and economy along with the progress in sophistication and globalization of administration. 
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Accordingly, the training opportunities should be enriched further. 

 

3. Maintenance of Ethics 

Ethics of national public employees in Japan depend on their high awareness of legal 

compliance and their consciousness of ethics. They used to be maintained by protecting the morals 

of each employee through issuing the Circular Notice of Strict Official Discipline, etc. in accordance 

with the provision concerning prohibition of acts causing discredit in Article 99 of the National 

Public Service Act. Due to the serious scandals of the public employees after the burst of the bubble 

economy in the Heisei period, the National Public Service Ethics Act was established in 1999. 

Pursuant to this Act, the National Public Service Ethics Code was established as the rule of conduct 

based on the ethical behavior criteria. At the same time, the rule to report receipt of gifts, etc. and the 

standard for disciplinary actions against violators were provided. There is no criminal penalty 

imposed for ethical violations (excluding crime of acceptance of bribe), but such violations are 

provided for in the Act, which is one of the features of maintenance of ethics in Japan. 

15 years have passed since the enforcement of the National Public Service Ethics Act in April 

2000. During this period, the National Public Service Ethics Board took measures concerning 

maintenance of ethics of national public employees based on the Ethics Act and the National Public 

Service Ethics Code and has made efforts to secure the public trust in public service. 

According to the “Survey for Citizen Monitors and Intellectual Monitors Concerning Public 

Service Ethics”, which was conducted by the Ethics Board in 2014, more than half of the 

respondents in the citizen survey and over 80 percent of the respondents in the intellectual survey 

had a favorable impression about the consciousness of ethics of public employees. 

In ASEAN countries, mainly the compliance approach, which emphasizes the discipline, is 

taken amid the serious corruption of public employees. In Japan, on the other hand, ethics of 

employees is maintained by combining the compliance approach and the integrity approach. From 

the viewpoint of the integrity approach, which emphasizes the consciousness of ethics of employees, 

development of teaching materials and implementation of training to raise awareness of public 

employees, etc., which are implemented by the NPA, are the effective measures to deeply establish 

and maintain normative consciousness. Furthermore, the Ethics Board puts an emphasis on the 

preventive measures and ministries where scandals have been revealed are requested to devise 

measures to prevent recurrences and to report any. 

Moreover, appropriate treatment such as remuneration, etc., pay step increase in accordance 

with performance, and retirement allowance system, etc. also encourage public employees in Japan 

to observe the ethics code. 

 

4. Remuneration and Other Working Conditions 
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As the workers stipulated in the Article 28 of the Constitution of Japan, national public 

employees are guaranteed with basic labor rights. Their constitutionally-guaranteed rights are 

restricted in light of their special positions and the public nature of their duties. In compensation for 

the restriction of basic labor rights, the remuneration and other working conditions are regulated by 

law based on the recommendation made by the NPA to the Diet and the Cabinet. 

The NPA makes the necessary recommendation on the remuneration of national public 

employees to the Diet and the Cabinet every year, and basically, it has been fully implemented. It is 

appropriate that the NPA makes the remuneration recommendation based on the remuneration level 

of the private sector that is decided by labor-management negotiations, etc. Therefore, basic policy is 

to balance the remuneration level of national public employees with that of private sector employees 

(the principle of balancing working conditions with those in the private sector). Accordingly, the 

NPA conducts a survey on the remuneration of employees in the private sector, targeting around 

12,400 private sector offices (the survey in 2014), to compare in detail the remuneration of public 

employees with that of private sector workers with the same characteristics in terms of rank of 

positions, working area, educational background and age, which are considered to be the main 

factors to determine remuneration. By calculating the gap between the public and private sectors, the 

NPA makes the recommendation to revise the remuneration of public employees with a view to 

eliminating such a gap. The working conditions other than remuneration, such as working hours and 

leave, etc., are also decided based the principle of balancing working conditions with those in the 

private sector. 

As the treatment system based on long-term employment, the remuneration of national public 

employees consists of salary, which is the base wage, and various allowances, including family 

allowance, housing allowance, commuter allowance and regional allowance, based on the principle 

of remuneration based on official duties and responsibilities pursuant to the National Public Service 

Act. Along with the revision of remuneration level, the NPA’s Remuneration Recommendation 

includes a review on the allocation and the system of salary and various allowances based on 

hearings with employee organizations, etc. concerning their requests and opinions. 

The remuneration of public employees needs to be continuously reviewed in order to respond 

to changes in the environment surrounding public employees and to take into account changes in the 

age structure of employees and revisions of remuneration systems in the private sector. Since April 

2015, the comprehensive revision of the remuneration system, including remuneration allocation in 

accordance with duties and work performance, was carried out as well as revisions of remuneration 

allocation among regions and among generations. 

In the ASEAN countries, the system to decide working conditions through the Western-style 

labor-management negotiation has not been established yet. However, with the progress of 

democratization, etc. in the future, it is expected that employees will more strongly demand 
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participation in the process of the remuneration decision, etc. When it actually comes true, the 

ASEAN countries will have to address the issues concerning how to create the remuneration 

decision system, such as the recommendation system, as well as the technical issues, such as the 

survey on the remuneration in the private sector and comparison between the public and private 

sectors. 

 

Section 2 International Cooperation and Exchange in the Future 
In order to improve the administrative management, it is necessary to develop the public 

employee system, which serves as the foundation, and to develop public employees with ability and 

integrity. Based on the accumulated experiences related to the national public employee system in 

Japan, the NPA has provided cooperation to develop systems and human resources in developing 

countries through implementing training programs and dispatching experts, etc. In addition, the NPA 

has made efforts in promoting exchange in the field of personnel administration as seen in the 

China-Japan-Korea Personnel Policy Network.   

 

1. Cooperation for the Development of the Public Employee System, etc. 

Looking at the ASEAN countries, some countries, such as Malaysia, have an advanced public 

employee system. On the other hand, other countries, including Cambodia, Myanmar and Vietnam, 

etc., are still in the process of developing the foundation of the public employee system. In order to 

build such a foundation, the countries concerned have to deepen their understanding of the 

background, significance, purpose, operation and relevant systems by referring to other countries, 

and to introduce a system in accordance with the development stage and the situation of society and 

politics, etc. of their respective countries. Many countries, however, consider the job classification 

system based on fluid labor market, etc. as the ideal public employee system. As a result of trying to 

introduce the public employee system based on such a model, they are often caught up confusion. 

In order to build a foundation of the public employee system, it is important to make a study 

by referring to some existing models of the public employee systems. Especially for East Asian 

countries, the public employee system in Japan can be used as a model owing to proximity in terms 

of geography and culture, 

A survey was conducted to ask for opinions about the Japanese public employee system by 

targeting the trainees of the international group-based training carried out in cooperation with the 

NPA over the past five years. 17 people responded to the survey, and all of them highly evaluated the 

public employee system in Japan, especially in the fair personnel management based on the merit 

system and a high sense of ethics established among public employees, as expressed in the reply as 

follows: “The public employee system in Japan is well organized and controlled. Initial appointment 

is very competitive, and appointment is based on performance. There is little room for discretion or 
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manipulation. The system leaves little room also for political intervention” (comment of a trainee 

who participated in the Seminar on Governmental Human Resource Management for Senior 

Officials in FY 2012). 

Regarding recruitment examination, one reply pointed out that recruitment examination in 

Japan is highly fair and transparent with no room for intervention of external pressure and is useful 

to initially appoint excellent personnel; and another opinion stated that the method to secure 

excellent personnel through the recruitment examination, like the one introduced in Japan, is 

essential for good administrative services. 

The replies regarding human resource development through training, etc. include indications 

that it is helpful to develop human resources who can adapt to future situations as well as current 

issues, that it offers opportunities for employees to be aware of their mission as public employee and 

their future goals, and that a respondent would like to make a proposal to position training as one of 

the government’s top priority areas. 

Regarding public service ethics, most of the trainees highly evaluated the consciousness of 

ethics of public employees and the system to maintain ethics in Japan. One reply states that the 

respondent is making efforts to enhance transparency and accountability of procedures and to enrich 

ethics training, etc. by referring to Japan with the aim of maintaining and enhancing ethics of the 

employees in his/her own country. 

Regarding remuneration one reply expresses a desire to improve the system of the own 

country despite the difficulty due to budgetary constraints, and another reply states that the study is 

carried out on the remuneration system reform based on such concepts as duty/responsibility, 

adaptation to the circumstances and the merit system, as in Japan. 

As stated above, the survey found that most of the trainees of the group-based training that 

was implemented with cooperation from the NPA are deeply impressed with the public employee 

system in Japan and Japanese public employees, and are striving to use what they achieved in the 

training in their own countries. 

In the future, the NPA shall more actively send out the information on the public employee 

system in Japan and suggest it as one of the models to the countries that are trying to build a 

foundation of the public employee system. It is appropriate that the NPA shall encourage these 

countries to study the public employee system on their own initiative, and then actively provide 

cooperation when there is a request from them. 

In addition to the aforementioned system-related cooperation, the NPA receives requests for 

help to develop human resources, of administrative management. The NPA has actively offered 

group-based training and training for specific countries, etc. targeting developing countries. It is also 

appropriate to implement these training programs in consideration of combining them with the 

assistance for system development, etc. 
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2. Promotion of International Exchange, etc. 

East Asian countries that have the public employee system which is advanced to a certain 

degree often ask Japan for technical cooperation and information provision concerning the 

development of individual system. For instance, Thailand requested technical cooperation for the 

Fact-finding Survey of Job-by-Job Pay Rates in Private Enterprises. With regard to specific technical 

cooperation to improve the public employee system, the NPA intends to flexibly provide diverse 

cooperation responding to requests from the countries concerned.   

The public employee system is a domestic system that is affected by the environment 

surrounding the administration and the practice of personnel management in each country. Therefore, 

a system of country does not easily fit well to another. Amid globalization, however, if public 

employees in each country properly recognize the state of other countries and promote 

communication with each other to solve the issues, it will help to facilitate international relationships 

and to improve the quality of administration in each country. Therefore, international exchange is 

becoming increasingly important in the field of administration as well. If each country operates 

personnel administration under the common system of the modern public employee system, it will 

become meaningful for countries sharing the same problems related to personnel administration to 

have the opportunity to consult each other and to work together in order to address such issues. For 

example, in the European Union (EU), the member countries actively exchange with each other 

under the Ministers’ Meeting concerning personnel administration, for instance through sharing the 

measures taken in each country. In addition, the OECD countries exchange information and have 

discussions on the issues related to personnel administration, which is common among the member 

countries, at the Public Governance Committee for the purpose of improving personnel 

administration in each country. 

In East Asian countries, there is a wide gap in the state of development of the public 

employee system. Therefore, it is not easy to exchange with other countries in a similar sense with 

the exchanges carried out in the OECD or the EU. It, however, is significant to promote mutual 

interaction and to exchange information concerning common themes, such as human resource 

development, anticorruption, and personnel evaluation, aiming at recognizing the issues of each 

country and deepening the measures for such issues. 

In terms of the multilateral discussion and exchange, the NPA has carried out exchange, etc. 

in the field of personnel administration through the China-Japan-Korea Personnel Policy Network. 

In recent years, the ASEAN Cooperation on Civil Service Matters (ACCSM) was also established as 

a cooperation framework which includes Japan, China and Korea as its members. The ACCSM has 

promoted interaction among the personnel administrative agencies in the member countries through 

actively implementing seminars and joint training with a view to developing the public employee 
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systems and human resources in the ASEAN countries. The NPA is expected to be actively involved 

in the ACCSM as well. In the future, the NPA intends to understand the trends in each country 

utilizing the aforementioned system and to promote bilateral and multilateral exchanges to address 

various issues in which each country is interested, such as recruitment examination and human 

resource development, etc. for the purpose of deepening mutual understanding and trust. 

Especially in the field of human resource development, the core training institutes in East 

Asian countries utilize the frameworks, such as the ACCSM, and try to reinforce collaboration with 

the foreign governments in order to develop human resources. The NPA shall actively get involved 

in collaboration among these training institutes. Furthermore, deepening mutual understanding and 

trust is also important for the purpose of efficient and effective assistance to countries that are still 

developing their public employee system. Accordingly, promotion of exchange with other countries 

is very significant in this respect as well. 

Conclusion 

In the modern and contemporary democratic countries, ensuring fairness in personnel 

administration, which serves as the foundation of administration, is essential to realize the efficient 

and democratic administration. This is universal in nature beyond the difference in politics and 

society. This is one of the reasons that East Asian countries often refer to the public employee system 

in Japan as a model. 

In fact, Japan accepted the Western-style public employee systems; the German-style system 

introduced in the Meiji era and the U.S.-style system introduced after the World War II. Japan 

combined these two systems and has been utilizing the combined system in the employment 

circumstance in Japan. Japan’s experience of establishing its personnel administration serves as a 

very useful reference for developing countries that have to introduce a Western-style system and 

modernize it in their own way. 

Amid globalization, we are entering an age when collaboration in personnel administration is 

carried out on a global scale. For the purpose of ensuring international trust in Japan, it is worthwhile 

to send out the message to other countries that the system of the NPA or the Japanese-style personnel 

administration is one of the universal systems to realize the fair and efficient personnel 

administration. This is one of the important functions of the NPA. 

Furthermore, when showing the Japanese public employee system as a part of the technical 

cooperation extended to East Asian countries, it is important to collect and disseminate information 

through dialogue with the relevant countries so as not to be seen as pushy. 

With East Asian countries, Japan shares many aspects in common in terms of culture and 

society, and has carried out various exchange programs concerning the public employee system. The 

NPA shall further promote exchange with East Asian countries through the China-Japan-Korea 
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Personnel Policy Network and the ACCSM, etc. Furthermore, the NPA intends to actively extend 

technical assistance, etc. for the purpose of developing necessary systems and human resources. 




