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The professional recruitment industry
in Japan has undergone some radical
changes in the past decade; and the
pace of that change is set to intensify as
demographics, foreign firms’ expansion
and an unpredictable economic outlook
dictate the winners and losers in this
increasingly important sector.
Japanese recruitment firms—of
which around 7,000 are registered —
have typically expanded by focusing
on the junior temp market for domestic
companies; but with the arrival of large
numbers of international operators
and the emergence of Japan-based,
foreigner-managed executive
recruitment firms to meet the
demands of foreign businesses,
a number of interesting trends
have emerged.
Overseas firms have
entered the market
with more of
a mid-career
specialist model,
as opposed
to the junior
generalist; and
several have
managed to
generate sufficient
. profits to encourage
their Japanese
; competitors to look
more closely at this rich
sector of the market.
With experienced
consultants working on
more exacting briefs for

T highly specialized positions,
s recruiters can command higher

fees. As a result, many Japanese
recruitment firms are looking to

imitate or acquire this “foreign” model
in an effort to increase their returns.
They have, however, experienced mixed
successes, as Japanese recruiters are
typically unable to fully determine the
bilingual capabilities of candidates
and many foreign clients have been
disappointed. On the other hand, they
do have a very impressive candidate-
generation ability that is based on
mass-market advertising.

This form of recruitment promotion,
through advertisements on trains and
television, is unique to Japan—and
probably due to the fact that a
mid-career change of employer is still
a relatively new concept. When I'm
riding the subway, it is not uncommon
to see upward of four ads for different
recruitment firms; and this gives me
the feeling of something akin to a “gold
rush”in the industry.

This is the first difference that strikes
managers of foreign recruitment
organizations, which generally rely
on the more discrete word-of-mouth
approach, or through direct contact.
Foreign firms have had to adapt their
marketing and branding strategies to
get traction in a market in which many
candidates want to be represented by
a well-known company. This is a very
expensive exercise, and Japanese firms
can spend in excess of ¥1 billion a year
on marketing to build their brand. That
sort of outlay is unheard of in other
markets.

It still takes some time for these
brands to mature in the minds of
candidates, meaning that some
international firms that have come in
and spent large amounts of money
have failed because they have not
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had the patience for their brand to
mature, or their consultants to adapt
to the market.

With the market tightening, some
of these firms have had to cut as
much as half of their personnel.

As the market continues to mature,
there is likely to be a shakeout, with
a number of smaller firms unable
to provide sufficient candidate
flow for specialist positions. Some
international firms may pull out of
Japan completely.

Once that upheaval has been
concluded, the recruitment industry
will underline its importance to the
broader economy. Most crucially, the
health of the recruitment industry
is one of the really true gauges of
economic sentiment, as it has always
been a leading indicator of a nation’s
financial future—and is frequently
far more reliable than government
surveys. When they are optimistic,
companies are actively looking to hire
top-quality candidates; that reverses
when they are pessimistic. And that
makes us the canary in the coalmine.

And with rapidly changing
demographics, labor mobility and
the redeployment of labor, effective
recruitment will become more
important than ever for businesses
to stay competitive. Governments
are generally too slow to adapt to
these changes; and I expect to see the
domestic and foreign recruitment
companies combining the best
practices they have learned from each
other to fill this gap.
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