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Japan’s New Innovators of the Employment System? :
University Students & Their Ability to Accept the World of the Freeter

Keizo Yamamoto

This article aims to examine the degree to which university students can accept
“freeterdom” (becoming a young non-regular worker) as an employment related
choice in their lives. In recent Japan people often assume freeters are unmotivated in
contrast to “regular employees” who are seen as motivated. Using a questionnaire, I
examined university students and their attitudes and identities to themselves, freeters,
and to society at large. I arrange the responses across tow axis : Students’ ability to
accept the proposition that they enter freeterdom.

The salient findings can be seen as the following. Firstly, the data illustrates the
possibility that some students who can be categorized as “motivated” are willing to
accept freeterdom. In addition, the four types, (split across the two axis), proved
themselves to align with Merton’s models of adaptation in his anomie theory. In par-
ticular, the character of people who “accept becoming a freeter and feel themselves
effective in the work place” corresponded to Merton’s “innovation” model. This is to
say that while they represented streams of deviancy from the employment “norms”
of Japanese society, in many ways they exhibited innovative strategies in their life
course and employment related decision making.

These results make it conceivable to posit an alternative inevitability with re-
gard young people’s employment related choices. Japanese young people are caught
between coping with pressure from the society, and forging real means through
which to interact with and join institutions. They just may find that in a world where
it has become necessary to find new routes to success in employment, their choices
to enter freeterdom become as valid and as representative of the desire to succeed as
any other.
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