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Extended abstract and preparation for method development 
At the core of the academic and professional discipline known as Human Resources Management lies an assumption: that an 
organization can make heterogeneous choices with regards to whom they employ and how, which have the potential to make 
a contribution to its competitive advantage. While such an outcome is on the surface positive for various stakeholders in an 
organisation, there are configurations of HRM which have the potential to disadvantage a large percentage of the workforce. 
As a well understood pitfall of capitalism, legislation and regulation of employment have been a common feature of every 
major economy for several hundred years. This being said, many other factors influence HRM decisions within an 
organization, and among these employment legislation is probably the slowest to change and possibly the most significant 
force for homogeny. This begs the question, to what extent is legislation a factor in the HRM choices made in organisations? 
Further, in a context of more rapidly changing legislation, is there a similar increase in its importance when HRM decisions 
are taken? 

 
 
Two interesting and comparable countries for the 
examination of this phenomenon are Japan and the 
U.K. Japan and the UK share several key features of 
their Human Resource Management landscape; trade 
unionism is important (unlike the USA), legal 
regulations are important (unlike developing 
economies), and there is also a broad base of political 
support for successful businesses being allowed to act 
with independence (unlike other countries in the 
European Union) and a strong reliance on both the 
import and export of goods.  
Since the initial relaxation of several key labour laws 
on temporary and contract employment in the 1990s 
(Imai and Shire 2006), Japanese organisations have 
appeared to make reciprocal changes in their models 
of employment (Suzuki 2006). Japanese organisations 
have increasingly been reported to employ various 
components of a flexible workforce and are relying 
more on the services of non-regular staff. There is 
also strong evidence that the number of such workers 
is rising. Gaston and Kishi’s (2006) research indicates 
that, over the ten-year period between 1993 and 2003, 
part-time hires in Japan increased by 52.5%.  
With the reform of many labour laws in the 1980s, 
UK firms increasingly developed flexible models of 
employment. Conversely, increasing regulation from 
the European Union has also changed the nature of 
employment contracts used in the UK, notably the 
imposition of the 48hr maximum on 
mandatory working hours.  
Benson (2006) argue that changing labour laws, 
demographics, and global economic forces would 
gradually increase flexibility across organisations. 
This being said, firms are not passive players, and 
have the opportunity to take a more strategic 
approach to the management of their employment 
model.  
In 2012MacVaugh and Evanspublished an analysis of 
the extent to which the use of a flexible employment 

model in Japan was comparable to that used in the 
UK. From this study we can highlight several key 
similarities: 
 
1. Workforce flexibility is an indigenous component 
of business practice 
 
2. Flexibility takes all three forms suggested by 
Atkinson; Functional, Financial and Numeric 
 
3. Large organisations have scope to adjust their 
model of employmentwithin the bounds of current 
legislation 
 
This being said, it has been reported in other research 
papers (Millmore, 2003) that Human Resourcing 
Strategies, are generally emergent, and dependent on 
contextual drivers. If we accept that flexibility is 
possible in both Japan and in the UK then we must 
ask if there are better ways to develop models of 
employment which both respect employment law and 
which support the long term goals of 
organisations.The aim of the research can be 
summarised: to examine Human Resource 
Management practice as undertaken by Japanese and 
U.K. firms in the context of changing Employment 
Law. Within this aim, several smaller objectives will 
be pursued: 
 
1. What are the key drivers for the design of 

employment models in Japan and the UK? 
 
2. Which employment model drivers do companies 

react to after-the-fact? 
 
3. Where employment law is the influential driver, 

what strategic options are available? 
4. Are there strategic reactions available which 

Japanese organisations are less aware of? 
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5. To what extent is the ability to react a function of 
size, industry or other contingent factor? 

 
6. In the context of changing employment law, what 

support can be given to Japanese organisations 
seeking to undertake employment model redesign? 

 
Interest in factors thatdrive strategic management 
choices is both relatively common and, for the most 
part, internally consistent. For example, management 
choice is a popular theme in Finance, Strategy and 
Marketing literatures. Conversely, the research 
examining the design of models of employment is 
much less well understood. Employment model best-
practice in Japan has been extensively explored by 
the Japanese Institute for Labour Policy Research. 
Similarly in the UK, the Chartered Institute for 
Personnel and Development considers issues of 
employment models and firm flexibility. 
 
The problem thus far is twofold. First, very little 
comparative research has been done, leaving national 
practice relatively underdeveloped when compared 
with the transnational understanding we have 
offinance (for example). Second, much of the work to 
date is itself reactive of changes, and is not being 
used to develop better strategies for future success. 
 
Of the research which frames the problem, two 
important factors include: 1) The extent to which 
firms are aware and are reacting to changes in 
national employment legislation (see figure 1), and 2) 
The comparative influence of regulation on HRM 
choice given two other major influences (reactions to 
changes which affect the organisation’s peer group 
andthe strength of existing company norms; as seen 
in figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 1 Harris 2002 

 
Figure 2 Paauwe and Boselie 2003 
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