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Feature LIVING AND WORKING IN JAPAN

T
he number of foreign 
people who work in 
Japan is increasing each 
year. According to the 

Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare, the number has reached 
approximately 1,080,000 (as of 
October 2016), about a 19 percent 
increase compared to the previ-
ous year. Under such circum-

stances, the Points-based System 
for Highly Skilled Foreign Profes-
sionals was introduced in Japan 
in 2012 in a bid to attract highly 
skilled professionals.

“The system was implemented 
to promote the acceptance of 
highly skilled foreign profession-
als who possess capabilities that 
are expected to contribute to the 

innovation and economic growth 
of Japan,” says Junji Ito of the 
Immigration Bureau of the Min-
istry of Justice. “It allows them 
to receive preferential immigra-
tion treatment.”

The activities undertaken by 
highly skilled foreign profes-
sionals can be categorized into 
three areas; Advanced academic 
research activities, Advanced spe-
cialized/technical activities, and 
Advanced business and manage-
ment activities. Those involved 
in Advanced academic research 
activities are chiefly university 
professors and researchers. Those 
involved in Advanced specialized/
technical activities are chiefly 
employees who work for a pri-
vate company using specialized 
knowledge (such as engineers), 
and those involved in advanced 
business management activi-
ties are chiefly company direc-
tors and executives. Under the 
points-based system, applicants 
are given points for items includ-
ing academic background, pro-
fessional career and annual sal-
ary. For example, those involved 
in advanced academic research 
activities receive 30 points if they 
have a PhD, and those involved 
in advanced business manage-
ment activities receive 25 points 
if they have a professional career 
that spans at least ten years. Those 
who have passed the N1 level of 
the Japanese Language Proficiency 
Test, the highest level, receive 15 
points. Those who have acquired a 
total point value of at least 70 are 
recognized as highly skilled for-

Advanced specialized/technical activities
Academic background Holder of a doctor’s degree 30

Holder of a master’s degree 20

Professional career 
(Business experience)

10 years or more 20

7 years or more 15

Age Up to 29 years of age 15

Between 30 and 34 years of age 10

Bonus point Holder of a Japanese work-related qualification 10

Person who has earned a degree at a higher education 
institution in Japan

10

Person who has passed Level N1 of the Japanese Language 
Proficiency Test or has been approved through another test 
as having equivalent or higher language proficiency, or the 
person who majored in Japanese language at a foreign 
university and graduated from the university.

15

POINTS 
WELL 
TAKEN
Highly skilled foreign professionals and their employers are reaping 
the advantages of Japan’s points-based system for preferential immi-
gration treatment.

OSAMU SAWAJI

Examples of points awarded

Note: Points are also awarded according to the applicant’s salary level.
See more detail:  http://www.immi-moj.go.jp/newimmiact_3/en/index.html
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eign professionals and given pref-
erential immigration treatment to 
allow them to enter the country 
and become residents.

Examples of specific preferen-
tial immigration treatment include 
permission for multiple activities 
during their residency. During their 
residency, foreign people are typi-
cally only allowed to be involved 
in the type of activity stipulated 
in their status of residence. How-
ever, if recognized as highly skilled 
foreign professionals, they can 
also take up other types of activi-
ties. For example, it is possible to 
pursue research activities at a uni-
versity, while managing a related 
business. In addition, highly 
skilled foreign professionals are 
uniformly given the longest period 
of stay legally permitted, which is 
five years. Under certain condi-
tions, their parent is allowed to 
accompany them as well as their 
domestic worker. Their spouse 
may also be employed.

As of October 2016, approxi-
mately 6,300 people have been 
recognized as highly skilled pro-
fessionals, and the government’s 
intention is to increase that num-
ber to 10,000 by 2020.

“Immigration and residency 
procedures normally take approxi-
mately one month. This can be 
reduced to within ten days if 
the individual is recognized as a 
highly skilled foreign professional; 
therefore, the system also offers 
a great advantage to companies,” 
says Ito. 

Preferential immigration treat-
ment for highly skilled foreign 

professionals, including the 
points-based system, is being 
implemented not only in Japan, 
but also in many other countries 
such as the U.K., France, Canada, 
Germany and South Korea.

“In order to promote the fur-
ther acceptance of highly skilled 
foreign professionals, the govern-
ment is currently discussing mea-
sures including the introduction of 
a new, easier to use points-based 
system and further relaxation of 
the requirements for highly skilled 
professionals who wish to apply 
for permanent residence,” says Ito.

Utilization of Highly Skilled 
Professionals
Nomura, a Japan-based global 
investment bank, is one of the 
companies which has adopted 
this system. Seventy four employ-
ees who acquired their status of 
residence as highly skilled foreign 
professionals currently work for 
the company.

“Nowadays, money travels 
across world markets instanta-
neously. We are in a completely 
new era. As part of the solu-
tion to this situation, we recruit 
highly skilled foreign profession-
als from overseas, bring them to 

Japan, and they lead and con-
tribute to our global businesses,” 
says Masahide Hoshino of the 
Human Resources Department of 
Nomura. “With Tokyo becoming 
a truly global financial center, the 
expansion of this system provides 
us with advantages. We benefit 
from it greatly.”

John Gorman, who arrived 
from Singapore in 2014 to work for 
Nomura Securities Macro Trading 
Department in Japan, is one of the 

people who used the system.
“The points system was very 

useful for us,” says Gorman. 
“There wasn’t a lot of paperwork 
involved or a lot of questions. We 
[just] worked through the list and 
figured out how many points we 
had and whether or not we could 
use the visa.” 

“Another thing about the sys-
tem that helped us was that while 
we had a baby [in Singapore] we 
hired a domestic worker. One of 
the benefits of the ‘highly skilled 
professional’ visa was that it 
meant we could bring the domes-
tic worker to Tokyo with us.” 
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