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[Abstract]

A Pleasant and Meaningful Workplace from the
Perspective of Young People

Young-Sook KANG

A look at the Japanese working environment in recent years reveals a decline in regular
employment and a corresponding shift to irregular employment. In addition, Japan’s unique
lifetime employment system is in the process of breaking down, leading to a more

challenging working environment in general for young people.

Irregular employment as an important format of work is not likely to decline in any drastic
way in the future. The rise of irregular employment means that more and more younger
people do not choose to work as regular employees. While some younger people are
struggling to maintain their lives and also harbor fears over their future due to the current
work environment, others simply choose to work as regular employees and find meaning in
their lives in activities other than work. Instead of focusing on finding regular employment,
these individuals instead choose irregular employment, viewing it simply as a means of
making a living. In other words, reasons for the current increase in irregular employment is

a result of a gradual shift in approach to work amongst the younger generations.

Due to changes in the work environment and the younger generations’ attitudes toward
work, the concept of irregular employment is likely to solidify as an employment option in

addition to regular employment.

Amidst the conditions described above, this research examines pleasant and meaningful
work environments from the perspective of young people, anticipating changes in the work
environment and perceptions amongst younger people as well as work environment changes

stemming from lifestyle changes.
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This paper examines young peoples’ employment choices from the perspective of
individuals showcased in the NHK program Hiseiki ni shiawase (Happy being an irregular
employee). These young people have chosen to find the meaning in their lives doing the

things they love outside of work, while working as non-regular employees.

What significance does the workplace hold for young people? Traditionally in Japan, the
workplace was the central focus of daily life under the Japanese system of lifetime
employment. However, the workplace does not necessarily hold the same significance for
young people these days. According to an NHK survey, young people prioritized the
different aspects of daily life as follows: family (58.4%), health (40%), work (25%), income
(41.2%), hobbies/leisure time (55.8%), self-improvement/learning (8.3%), and
relationships with friends (32.1%). In contrast to the past where work was of primary
importance in daily life, the young people of today give more priority to non-work aspects of

life such as family, health, and interests/leisure.

In this way, the approach of young people toward work has changed in recent years, with
the tendency being for them to be more protective of their private time. Attitudes toward
irregular work have also changed, as illustrated by the following answers to a question in an
NHK survey. When asked whether or not they wanted to become an irregular employee,
respondents answered as follows: 65. 9% said they wished to be regular employees; 12. 4%
responded that they would not like to be regular employees; and 21. 7% said they were
undecided. Based on these survey results, more than 30% of young people do not necessarily
want to work as regular employees. Asked why they did not favor regular employment,
respondents gave the following reasons, amongst others: “It (being a regular employee)
seems like very hard work”; “Being a regular employee doesn’t necessary bring stability
either”; “It just seems easier to work as a non-regular employee.” These results indicate that

the number of young people choosing irregular employment will likely increase moving

forward, and will become entrenched as one form of employment.

As noted above, results of surveys on young peoples’ choice of workplace as well as on
changes in attitudes toward employment indicate that young people base their choice of

employment format on factors such as potential growth of a company and/or stability rather
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than simply the size of the company.

On the subject of what constitutes a pleasant and meaningful place to work for young
people, in this paper considers results of surveys on U.S. and Japanese companies
considered good places to work by Great Place to Work Institute (GPTW) as well as the
Japanese company ranked at the top for employee satisfaction. Based on these survey
results, a pleasant and meaningful place to work is comprised of factors such as the
following: based on trust in management, employees have ample and fair opportunities to
improve themselves, and also offer good working relationships between employees.
However, at the same time these survey results are insufficient in defining what a pleasant
and meaningful workplace means to young people, because these survey results are taken of
regular employees, and do not include the subject of irregular employment though the latter
will likely increase in popularity in the future. For these reasons further surveys of younger

generations of employees are required.

From the perspective of young people, a pleasant and meaningful workplace lies in the free
selection of a workplace in which one can work according to one's lifestyle and personal
attitude toward the job amidst a variety of circumstances. Young people wish to be able to
choose their work format free of bias regarding said work format, whether it be regular or

irregular employment.

In the employment of young people, changes in quality and quantity are expected
according to employment conditions. When searching for a pleasant and meaningful
workplace, it is necessary to consider one’s own workstyle preference. Rather than adopting
a work-style in conformity with the work environment or company, it is necessary for young
people to consider their own lifestyles and search for forms of work that suits themselves.
That is, young people will likely pursue forms of employment where they can proactively
create new styles of working for themselves that are both pleasant and give meaning to their

lives as individuals.
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