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TOKYO -- Hidekazu Nishikido, a 24-year-old agent at a staffing company, recently got promoted to help 
manage a small group of employees. The new job means a higher salary and a better title. 

But he isn't happy about it. Now he often works past 10 p.m., leaving him less time with his girlfriend. So 
Mr. Nishikido flatly told his bosses at R-live Inc. he isn't interested in further promotions. 

"My job is important, but it's not what makes me tick," Mr. Nishikido says. 

In a country once proud of its success-driven "salarymen," managers are grappling with a new 
phenomenon: Many young workers are shunning choice promotions -- even forgoing raises -- in favor of 
humdrum jobs with minimal responsibilities. 

Even as Japan faces a sharp recession, civil servants are opting out of career-advancing exams and 
information-technology workers are flocking to headhunters to switch to less-demanding careers. A study 
this year by the consulting firm Towers Perrin found just 3% of Japanese workers say they're putting their 
full effort into their jobs -- the lowest of 18 countries surveyed. 

That's prompting companies to craft delicate strategies to nudge young workers up the corporate ladder. 
"I tell them to break news of promotions gently," says Makoto Iwade, a lawyer who advises companies on 
labor relations. "They should feel employees out first to see if they're ready. Don't shock them." 

Employment experts have begun to call these workers hodo-hodo zoku, or the "so-so folks." They say 
these workers, mostly in their 20s and early 30s, are sapping Japan's international competitiveness at a 
time when the aging country must raise its productivity to keep the economy growing. 

"They'll ruin Japan with their lax work ethic," says labor consultant Yukiko Takita. "They're supposed to be 
leaders of the next generation." 

Japan's once widespread practice of lifetime employment used to make loyal workers unlikely to reject 
promotions. In the 1990s, the country began grappling with the emergence of "freeters," young workers 
who hop from one casual job to the next. But the so-so folks are an even greater concern because, as 
full-time employees, they're at the heart of corporate Japan, Ms. Takita says. 

Signs of hodo-hodo are widespread. The Tokyo Metropolitan Government, a destination for the city's 
elite, says only 14% of eligible employees took higher-level exams for management positions in 2007 -- 
down from 40% three decades ago. The electronics giant Sanyo Electric Co. says it's having an 
increasingly harder time filling demanding management positions like supervisors for overseas factories. 

Information-technology job consultants at Intelligence Ltd., one of Japan's top recruitment agencies, 
report a recent rise in people looking to switch jobs not to get ahead, but to get out of positions they say 
are too demanding. "They find responsibilities a chore," says consultant Yoshihiko Fujita. 

In a sign of the times, "Otaryman," a comic-book series about a less-than-driven salaryman, has become 
one of this year's surprise hits. In the book, the protagonist passes his days worrying about his 
colleagues' files spilling onto his desk rather than trying to impress bosses. "He just plods along (in) life, 
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and has very small ambitions," says Makoto Yoshitani, the series's 28-year-old author. "I think people my 
age find that comforting." 

Some authors even have started condoning this laid-back approach. "Slow Career: Job Survival for 
People Not Rushing Career Advancement" is one popular tome, with chapters like "Forget goals, just stay 
true to yourself" and "Not everybody needs to become a leader." 

Chiaki Arai, who has written about the hodo-hodo phenomenon in newspapers, blames Japan's economic 
woes during the long slump in the 1990s and early 2000s. He says young workers saw older generations 
throw themselves into their work, only to face job and pay cuts as companies restructured. Now, young 
employees are cautious about giving too much of themselves -- even if it means less money or prestige, 
Dr. Arai says. 

Moreover, getting a promotion no longer means getting such a big pay raise. The wage difference 
between managerial and rank-and-file positions has shrunk over the past decade as companies cut 
compensation amid restructuring. In 2005, division managers were paid about 2.2 times the rank-and-file 
worker, down from about 2.7 times in 1985. 

With management posts increasingly harder to fill, Sanyo recently started holding compulsory career-
training retreats for workers turning 30. At the retreats, executives give pep talks "to remind them their 
best years are still ahead," says Jun Nakamura, Sanyo's head of human resources. "We want to tell this 
generation that though it's been tough, they shouldn't give up yet." 

Dai-ichi Mutual Life Insurance Co. is finding it so hard to identify managerial candidates that it has turned 
to the clerical workers it calls office ladies to fill positions. Promoting these women -- most of whom are in 
their 40s and joined the company in a non-career track -- would have been unthinkable 10 years ago, 
employment experts say. "I never imagined I'd be called on for a management post," says Saori 
Kakegawa, a participant in the program. 

Law firms say the trend has companies scrambling to seek legal counsel on whether they can fire 
employees who refuse promotions. CyberAgent Inc., a Tokyo-based Internet advertising agency, is 
offering the unambitious a different way out. The company puts these workers on a "specialist" track 
where they can remain rank-and-file employees but have similar salaries as managers. This ensures the 
company "doesn't lose qualified employees by pressuring them to accept promotions," says Tetsuhito 
Soyama, general manager for personnel at the company. 

Tsugumi Uemura, a public-relations worker at the company, opted out of the management track in April in 
part because she didn't feel ready. "I want to be a different kind of role model," says Ms. Uemura, who is 
30. 

For older-generation managers, and even some younger ones, the hodo-hodo mentality is difficult to 
understand. 

Miya Matsumoto, manager of the laid-back Mr. Nishikido, says she's tried everything -- from screening 
success-themed films like "The Devil Wears Prada" to throwing after-work drinking parties -- to push her 
subordinates to be more ambitious. But her team members rarely show interest in bigger responsibilities, 
she says. She recently caught one of them napping on a train during work. 

The 31-year-old Ms. Matsumoto says she threw herself into her job, often staying overnight in the office to 
get work done. "Don't you want to get ahead? Don't you want to get rich and drive a nice car?" she 
prodded Mr. Nishikido recently. 
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But Mr. Nishikido says he finds Ms. Matsumoto's enthusiasm off-putting. He says he was especially 
turned off when he learned she had left her sick baby at home with her husband to come to the office 
(Ms. Matsumoto says work emergencies sometimes must come first.) 

"That's definitely not the life I want," Mr. Nishikido says. "No way." 
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