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The expansion of temporary employment, more than any other recent employ-
ment change, has been credited with unraveling long-term employment commit-
ments in the U.S. This paper raises the question of whether a major recent de-
regulation of temporary employment in Japan can be expected to have similar 
effects. Within neo-institutionalist research, debates about the effects of liberali-
sation on institutional continuity and change tend to focus on the persistence of 
traditional arrangements, ignoring developments in new sectors and new forms 
of employment. In this paper we approach the issue of the future of long-term 
employment from the perspective of the recent development of temporary work. 
While the deregulation of this employment form is too recent to assess its effects, 
we expect that a new strata of “permanent temporary” employees will eventually 
impact on long-term employment practices. In the meantime however, old ine-
qualities, based in the gendered segmentation of employment, seem to be re-cast 
in the form of temporary labor. 

1 The Comparative Institutionalist Approach to Stability and 
Change 

Japan as a national model has occupied a central role in the comparative institution-
alist literature because of long-term employment commitments and the investment 
of firms in the skill development of employees. These are qualities which the Japa-
nese model shares with the German model, and which distinguish both from the 
Anglo-American model of liberal employment institutions (Streeck 2001). In the 
1980s, the comparative institutional literature focussed on how the Japanese model 
successfully adjusted to the economic crises of the 1970s and the micro-electronic 
revolution and transformation of production work in the 1980s (Dore 1986, Ernst 
1988). Adjustments within the model guaranteed its continued success and diver-
gence from liberal employment systems. 
In the 1990s, comparative institutionalist research, reacting to a new wave of eco-
nomic crises and transformations of work in relation to globalization of markets and 
the diffusion of new media and information technologies, have focussed on the im-
pact of liberalization pressures and the influence of a rejuvenated liberal (American) 
model of employment on change in the Japanese (and German) models of "embed-
ded/non-liberal capitalism". A major research question in this literature concerns the 
extent to which the Japanese (and German) models are unraveling, becoming more 
liberal, or even converging on an American model (Crouch & Streeck 1997). 


