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This project looks at the current role and organization of human resources management (HRM) in 
Japanese companies with the aim to identify actors, sources of knowledge and patterns of change 
and organizational development. While the practices of Japanese human resources management, 
such as internal labor markets, lifelong employment or advancement by seniority, have been widely 
studied and the Japanese model of human resource management became to be seen as an important 
antithesis to the Anglo-Saxon model of human resources management, how the HRM function is 
anchored in the company and the role that it plays in organizational development have received far 
less attention. Yet, companies face significant pressures for change as they need to manage 
increasingly complex global operations, face a shrinking yet diversifying workforce as well as cost 
pressures, and also have to deal with the opportunities and threats of new technologies. To deal with 
these challenges companies need a capable HRM. 

 
Looking at the role of HRM in Japanese companies thus offers the opportunity to take a fresh look 
at the Japanese corporation and the challenges that it currently faces. This is especially the case as 
there is currently a general debate about the role of HRM and its positioning in the corporation 
among academics and in the profession. While Japan currently seems to see a movement towards 
specialization and professionalization, the discourse outside of Japan seems to demand for human 
resources managers who are not only specialized in HRM but have a broader knowledge of the 
workings of the company and can thus be involved in strategic decisions. Assessing the role and 
organization of HRM in Japanese firms thus contributes to several academic discourses and 
communities: Japanese Business Management and the Japanese Firm, International Business 
Management, and Human Resources Management.  
 
The study will employ an explorative framework by collecting data through semi-structured 
interviews with representatives from Japanese HR departments and HR consultants. Findings will be 
triangulated with data from a systematic study of newspaper articles and other available data.  

 


