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Konosuke Odaka. ed., Skill Formation in Asia,
Development Issues in Manpower Training,
Tokyo : The Institute of Developing Economies,
1989, 385 pp.

This book is a collection of research papers
on the state of skill formation in industrial
enterprises in Asia. It is the result of eight
Japanese authors, plus a number of other
researchers, meeting 24 times over a 3 year
period (1985-7) under the auspices of the pro-
ject “The Formation of Skilled Labour Force
in Developing Countries” at the Institute of
Developing Economies. These meetings serv-
ed as a forum for discussing their respective
empirical work in a selected number of Asian
countries. Each author addresses a diverse
range of issues and employs varied research
methodology. But the common brief of the
project was to identify obstacles to the for-
mation of industrial skills and to think of
ways of dealing with them. The book as a
whole tackles the former (i. e. analysis) better
than the latter(i.e. prescription). For this
reason, while the book is of interest to both
researchers and practitioners, either group of
readers would have to do their own thinking
as to the implications of the research results
presented in the book for Japanese multi-
national companies, local Asian entrepre-
neurs and managers, and Asian government
policy-makers.

The book is structured as follows. In an
introduction in Chapter 1, the editor, Odaka,
besides outlining the structure of the book,
discusses the concept of “jukuren”, often
translated as “skills”, and makes explicit the
fact that it involves both manual dexterity
acquired through experience and mental
capacity for judgement and concentration (p.
6).

Chapter 2, by Izumi, traces the history of
training provisions for skilled workers in
Japan since the Meiji period. According to

him, the Japanese government’s intention to
imitate the German dual apprenticeship sys-
tem faltered due to the lack of guilds, the
education system in which vocational educa-
tion was conferred a low social status, and
the development of internal labour markets.
Consequently, skill formation in Japan has
been driven by large enterprises which gave
on-the-job training a central role, while only
smaller firms relied on the public provision of
training. This historical background is said to
be essential in understanding the nature of
training in contemporary Asia which has
been much influenced by Japanese practices
either through Japanese multinational com-
panies, joint ventures or technology transfer
agreements between Japanese and local
Asian firms.

The rest of the book explores the state of
training in Asia, through the analysis of
fieldwork results. Chapter 3 by Odaka is
based on a questionnaire survey of 45
Japanese production technologists who have
been posted to one of the Japanese-local joint
venture car assembly companies in Asia. The
production technologists were asked to
assess skill levels of local core employees as
compared to Japanese counterparts. Odaka
found the skill differentials to be not so large,
and concluded that the scope for improve-
ment lies in reforming the management con-
trol system so as to motivate workers,
enhance workers’ ability to suggest ideas and
supervisors’ ability to teach skills.

Chapter 4 by Fujimori is based on case
studies of 4 automotive components factories
and 3 consumer electronics companies in the
Philippines, whose ownership varies from 100
per cent Japanese to 100 per cent Philippine
with a technology transfer agreement with
Japan. Chapter 5 by Yoichi Koike analyzes
the state of machinery industry in Taiwan
through a questionnaire survey of skilled
workers in a subsidiary of a motor bicycle
company. Similarly, in Chapter 6, Mizuno
presents the result of a survey of skilled
workers in a machine tool company in South
Korea. Common to all three chapters is the
finding that training provided by companies is
narrow-based, for a single skill which is
immediately relevant to the current job. The
authors concur that knowledge-based off-the
-job instruction is required to cope with more




