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The Relationship between Labor Unions and Working Hours
in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises:
A Quantitative Analysis of the Manufacturing Sector in
Japan during the Final Stage of the Bubble Economy

ISHIMARU Akihiko'

Abstract : Modern Japanese society is experiencing severe challenges, such as excessively extended
working hours. The existing legal framework pertaining to overtime working hours in Japan is insufficient
in terms of promoting work-life balance and ensuring workers’ overall well-being. Furthermore, the role of
labor unions is increasingly being scrutinized. This study examined the effects of labor unions on the
duration of both scheduled working hours and overtime working hours in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) in the manufacturing sector in Japan during the final stage of the bubble economy. A
hierarchical multiple regression analysis was employed, with control variables, including disincentives for
curtailing working hours assumed by management, company size, company independence, and company
competitiveness. The results revealed that the presence of labor unions had a statistically significant
negative effect on the length of scheduled working hours; however, it had no statistically significant effect
on the duration of overtime working hours. The divergence in the effects of the presence of labor unions
on both scheduled working hours and overtime working hours aligned with the findings of previous
studies on the relationship between labor unions and working hours in more recent SMEs in Japan. These
findings suggest that labor unions in Japanese SMEs may exhibit a general tendency to be less proactive
in reducing actual working hours when both scheduled working hours and overtime working hours are
considered. These findings are expected to promote a more comprehensive understanding of the
challenges in reducing the actual working hours among workers in Japanese SMEs and the characteristics

of collective labor-management relations within such enterprises.

Keywords : SMEs, labor union, working hour, manufacturing sector, work-life balance
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