
Addressing a Changing Labor Economy in Japan through Integrating Secretarial Education, the YES Program （Basic Skills for Full-Fledged Members of Society）, and Business Certification Exams into Universities

－255－

Addressing a Changing Labor Economy in Japan through 
Integrating Secretarial Education, the YES Program （Basic 
Skills for Full-Fledged Members of Society）, and Business 

Certification Exams into Universities

Hiromi MORIYAMA

（平成20年３月31日受理　最終原稿平成20年５月20日受理）

（Abstract）
　　Recent changes in the labor environment, changing attitudes towards careers, and increases in 

permanent part-time workers and NEETs （those “Not currently involved in Employment, Education, and 

Training”） are major social issues in Japan. There is a pressing need to foster self-understanding and a 

strong work ethic among young people today. One strategy has been to introduce career education into the 

university system.１

　　Here, we explore the possibilities and challenges presented by expanding career education at the 

university level. We will discuss orientation sessions and skills development, and the integration of 

secretarial education, the YES Program, and business certification examinations into career education 

programs. We propose that integrating these programs may enhance the career consciousness of university 

students and instill in them the essential skills and attitudes commonly sought by employers. 

Key terms: career education, secretary education, YES Program, business certification examinations, 

approaches taken by universities

1.Introduction

   With the rapid introduction of new technologies and a changing economy, there have been major 

shifts in hiring and labor in Japan. The ways people work and think about work are also undergoing 

a massive transformation. These changes have been accompanied by large increases in the numbers 

of permanent part-timers, NEETs （those “Not currently involved in Employment, Education, and 

Training”）. As a result, there is an increasing need to strengthen self-understanding and work ethic 

among young adults. One strategy is to provide career education programs at the university level, which 

an increasing number of universities have been introducing. １  Additionally, the Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, and the Ministry of 

Economy, Trade and Industry have begun to take various steps to support career education.２ The results 

of their efforts, however, cannot yet be fully gauged. 
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   Here, we discuss career education at the university level, and assess the effectiveness of approaches 

to career education such as secretarial education, the YES program, and business certification 

examinations. We also delineate the skills that can be acquired through these programs.

   Although many preliminary studies on career education have been conducted in the past two years, 

the field of career education in Japan is only in its infancy. ３ In this paper, we aim address this gap, 

and assess the feasibility and effectiveness of secretarial education, the YES program, and business 

certification examinations in the context of university career education. We aim to create a valuable 

reference not only for our own institution, but also for career education programs at other universities 

throughout the country.

2. Career Education Programs at the University-Level４

（1） Career

   The term “career” is generally used to describe one’s professional lifestyle, including aspects of one’
s occupation, specialized trade skills, and work history. Watanabe （2004５）, defines a career as “a specific 

job or role that an individual strives to advance while experiencing infinite options. It is something an 

individual creates. One’s career cannot be separated from their family life, their life as a citizen, or their 

leisure time; rather, all of these things influence each other... It means the world of individual experience 

generated through the interaction of work and life, the way of living constructed through working.”
   In the Japanese context, Kanai （2002, 2003６） hypothesizes that the reason that the English loanword 

“career” is used in Japanese is that the expression “patterns and meanings of work life seen in the long-

term” would be too long, and that career means “a path that is useful for realizing future prospects as well 

as for reflection on the past.” In addition, it can be defined as follows: “within the long-term working 

life that unfolds once an adult begins working full time as the basis for one’s entire life, continuity 

in experiences of specific professional duties, job types, and abilities, and patterns of retrospective 

meaningfulness and future concepts and prospects, that are brought into being by the choices made at 

major turning points.” From these perspectives, “career” can be defined succinctly as “a way of living that 

is built and conceptualized through the act of working.”

（2） Career Education

   According to the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology （1999, 2003 ７）, 
"Career education is education that fosters a work ethic and sense of professionalism, supports career 

development, and helps cultivate the drive, attitude, and ability necessary for developing a career 

appropriate for the individual.” Career education helps to cultivate “a sense of professionalism and work 

ethic” as well as “the ability and attitude to take initiative in choosing a career.” Effective career education 

should therefore not only help to develop occupational skills and the will to work, but must also instill 

in students the recognition that they are independent and contributing members in society, as financial, 
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social, and spiritual independence is obtained. Gaining independence from one’s parents is a major part 

of this process, and only after this has been achieved is it possible for one to set up a household, shoulder 

the responsibility to pay taxes and social security, and even participate in social and political activities. 

Tanaka （2005８） proposes that career education within the context of higher education is "self-building 

education that, through the use of contextual pedagogy involving practical training, experimentation, 

and work experience such as internships, encourages self-understanding in line with one’s level of 

development and choice of a career, thereby allowing students to obtain information about potential 

careers.”
   In light of these views, we define career education as “education that provides adequate career- 

and occupation-related information, deepens an individual’s self-understanding, and supports social 

independence, while fostering the skills and attitudes necessary to actively choose a career path.”

3. Background and Significance

   The following four points highlight recent changes in social and employment conditions:

1. Changes in the Hiring Environment

Since the economic bubble burst, there has been a strong movement towards evaluating personnel based 

on their performance. Unfortunately, high unemployment rates11, early job separation （attrition from the 

workplace）12, and the increase in non-regular employment13 have been identified as serious problems 

among young people in the workforce. Thus, although the 2007 fiscal year showed some signs of the 

employment situation improving due to the large-scale retirement of baby boomers ９ , the situation 

remains severe in the sense that companies are unable to find enough qualified applicants who have the 

basic skills demanded of adult members of society.10 

2. Changes in Life and Career Planning Responsibilities

In recent years, planning one’s life and career has become an individual, rather than a corporate, 

responsibility.11 An increasing number of companies with performance-based personnel evaluation 

systems are placing the responsibility for skills development on the individual employees. As the 

necessary education and training for jobs becomes more specialized and individualized, it is becoming 

more difficult to implement uniform education and training, as was done in the past. In addition, trends 

such as the flattening out of organizations and having dual-track careers are also increasing. In order 

to keep pace with these changes, new employees must be able to facilitate and develop their careers 

according to their individual needs. 

3. Changes in Career Consciousness Among Young People

According to the “Survey of Attitudes Towards Careers,” 12 the most commonly reported objectives for 



Hiromi MORIYAMA

－258－

working are “to live a comfortable life,” “to lead an economically prosperous life,” and “to continually 

challenge and improve skills and abilities.” In a survey conducted in Autumn 200718 that examined the 

attitudes of new employees, 34.6 % reported that they hoped to work in their current company for their 

entire lives, which was a four-year high. When analyzed by generation, however, it was revealed that 

younger workers were significantly more opposed to becoming “company men.” 19 Consistent with 

this report is the fact that an increasing number of companies have recently noticed a decline in young 

employees’ sense of belonging to the company.13 

4. A Decline in the Scholastic Abilities of University Students

While no empirical analyses are available to prove that the overall academic ability of university students 

has declined, universities are unable to provide evidence sufficient to dispel this impression for those 

in the business world.14 The observed lack of scholastic aptitude22, communication skills23, and basic 

social etiquette in young people today is nothing new. Compounding this problem is the fact that, with 

few exceptions, universities are experiencing significant decreases in applicants. These universities 

are currently faced with the responsibility of having to balance their overall mission to provide higher 

education with the responsibility of providing guidance regarding their post-graduate career paths.  

   According to Tôyama （200415）, the Japanese university system was constructed according to the 

model of the European-style research-centered universities, with the establishment of the first national 

university in 1877 as well as the organization of a dual-track system of higher education that incorporated 

various trade specialty schools. After World War II, however, Japan was forced to carry out large-scale 

reforms of the education system in a short period of time under the powerful influence of the United 

States. Consequently, there was a great deal of confusion regarding the objectives of the university 

system, much of which resulted from the unification and integration of schools required by the new 

education system. 

   It is likely that the delay in introducing occupational education into universities was a result of 

disagreements between students of diverse backgrounds and qualifications, and teachers unable to let go 

of ideals from the old university system.  Fortunately, current ideals now strongly embrace the notion that 

the concentrated effort to increase career consciousness in all students is an important pillar of university 

education. 

4. Japan’s Career Education Programs: Standards, Surveys, and Recommendations 

Okita and Okui （200516） reported that many of the students who are worried about not having determined 

a career path lack basic knowledge of the real world, the working world, and of the career options 

available to them. They suggest that helping students acquire this type of fundamental knowledge may 

give them the freedom to explore their options, as well as align their inherent skills and desires with the 

career paths available to them. To address these types of career-related concerns in young people, it is 
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necessary to define the standards and goals considered in Japan’s career education. Here, we provide a 

simple overview of the major standards, surveys, and recommendations that may serve as guidelines to 

promote career education programs at the university level （Table 1）.

5. Skills Acquired Through Secretarial Education, the YES Program, and the Business 

Certification Exam

（1） Secretarial Education

   Secretarial education has a history in Japan dating back almost 100 years. Regarding secretarial 

education at universities and two-year colleges, Nishizawa （199817） noted that during a period of rapid 

growth in the 1960’s, an increasing number of women were hired in the workplace, and with this came 

the increased need for business education for women. Following this, women’s business education at 

specialty schools and two-year colleges, which centered on the reception of clients, gradually came to 

be known as secretarial education. When the establishment of departments of secretarial education was 

authorized in 1980, secretarial education became a solid component of career education at two- and four-

year colleges, and developed rapidly thereafter.18 

   The utility of secretarial education19 has been discussed widely. Omiya （200620） states that secretarial 

education teaches students about all aspects of business, starting from the basics. He claims that, because 

secretarial education teaches the secretary or administrative assistant as an individual professional, it 

not only imparts various occupational skills, but also allows individuals to set goals for their own career 

development. Furthermore, because secretaries regularly work alongside top management personnel and 

serve as assistants, they are able to obtain a clearer sense of the organization and industrial tendencies of 

the company. 

   We have outlined the skills identified in the report by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 

Science and Technology21 that we deem essential for enhancing career education, with the fields of study 

generally included in college secretarial education （"General Theory of Secretarial Education" and 

"Secretary Business, etc.22） （Table 2）. Based on these results, it is clear that secretarial education equips 

students with the majority of skills that characterize and comprise successful career education, according 

to the standards of the Ministry of Education. The two shaded items in Table 2 are exceptions to this 

trend. This supports the hypothesis that secretarial education is an invaluable form of career education, as 

it exemplifies in the specific professional model of the secretary and how one must acquire the attitudes 

and occupational skills necessary to work in society. This form of education also ameliorates problems 

related to lack of future planning, as it encourages setting goals and thinking about things in concrete 

terms, two skills commonly found among many students who have gone through secretarial education 

programs.23 
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（2） YES Program24

   As shown in Table 1, in 2004 the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 

began the Youth Employability Support Program （YES Program）. The program provides information 

about the courses and examination qualifications25 at private education and training institutions （including 

universities and two-year colleges） based on each institution’s application requirements. Additionally, 

the program enables students to acquire five basic employment skills required by companies: 1） 
communication skills, 2） professional attitude, 3） business etiquette, 4） basic scholastic ability, and 

5） general qualifications for employment. Those who have completed the courses and passed the 

examination are awarded a certificate confirming their acquisition of basic youth employability skills. 

   Companies are able to use these certificates as a basis for objective evaluation of candidates, in order 

to hire employees with the required qualifications. The advantage of awarding these certificates to young 

people is that it empowers them to promote themselves during the hiring process and boosts their self-

confidence as they approach employment examinations. The primary goals of this program are to raise 

the employability of young people as well as to create a common employability standard to be used both 

by those hiring and by those seeking job opportunities. Beginning this fiscal year, we plan to incorporate 

this program in parts of our university and two-year college curriculum. Judging by the content of the 

YES Program, we predict that many of the skills we hope to teach through the YES Program may overlap 

with those taught by secretarial education.  

   

（3） Qualification Examinations for Businesses and Corporations

   Although successful completion of the various business qualification and certification examinations 

does not necessarily guarantee employment, the experience of studying diligently and successfully 

passing the exam instills self-confidence that is useful as many youth face upcoming employment 

examinations. 

   At our institution’s Extension Center, we have initiated numerous strategies to help students prepare 

for the business qualification and certification exams. A large number of our students have taken these 

courses and successfully passed examinations. Our certification exam for the YES Program （YES 

Program Certification） is an example of one of the programs implemented at the Extension Center （Table 

2）. Each of the certification exams offered would undoubtedly prove useful in various business scenarios. 

Although there is no ranking among the qualifying exams, it could be argued that one advantage of 

the secretarial skills certification exam is that its questions realistically depict workplace situations, so 

that students for whom part-time jobs are their only work experience are more easily able to envision 

situations arising in a more corporate setting.  

   We believe that studying for and taking examinations for career-related subjects will help to enhance 

the overall quality of career education.

   Here we have considered the individual merits of career education, secretarial education, the 
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YES Program, and business skills examination. However, we would strongly suggest that universities 

administering these programs should integrate all four programs, rather than considering each program in 

isolation. This integrated approach is more likely to be successful in enhancing the career consciousness 

of students enrolled in these courses, and instill in them the basic abilities sought by employers.  

6. Future Goals

   We have presented an overview of the background and current situation of career education at the 

university level, and discussed the skills students may expect to acquire from secretarial education, the 

YES Program, and business certification exams. University students currently seeking employment face 

many serious challenges. However, students who actively take part in these programs are greatly satisfied 

with the results. The key question for future career support programs, therefore, is how to awaken 

students’ interest and recruit them to actively participate in such programs. 

   In order to ensure successful career education, it is crucial to clarify both the degree to which career-

related curricula are meeting students’ objectives, as well as the degree to which students are reaching 

their own career goals. Career support programs must be evaluated based on these criteria. We are 

currently administering career education at our own institution, but as of yet, there have not been any 

discussions regarding the efficacy of introducing such programs, the process by which the curriculum is 

developed, or the approaches to such education. We look forward to discussing such research questions 

in the future.  
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