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Introducing Competency Review System to Higher Civil Service:
Political Influence and Changes in Departmental Career Patterns

Akiko IZUMO

Abstract

This paper investigates the expertise of public employees in an era of governance
reform and rising influence of political control. The merit principle of appointment
constitutes a core value for the Civil Service, but modern political executives are not
satisfied with this system. Requests to increase political appointments and political control
in promotion of top civil servants have become more common in the era of governance
reform. Actually, it has been argued that the merit principle we have cultivated is too
formalized to evaluate the ability of civil servants or to identify public leadership.

The second Abe administration started the evaluation system of the top managerial level
officials called “competency review" In this system, the Ministers should consult the chief
cabinet secretary before they decide appointments and promotions of their top civil
servants. After introducing it, it seemed that officials were qualified for executives
considering their employee performance with respect to political responsiveness or
loyalty: certain number of women officials were appointed to director generals, the
seniority system declined in some ministries and officials with working experience at the
prime minister’s office were promoted well.

The administration’s control to personnel management is an effective support for
executive leaders to acquire responsiveness from civil servants. The problem is, however,
whether political loyalty trumps professional expertise. If the administration does not
direct a fundamental personnel policy but rather make every single appointment on the
basis of political criteria, it will heighten politicians-careerist tensions; such tensions may

affect employee professionalism and political neutrality of civil servants. There is thus a
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trade-off between political responsiveness and neutral competence. This paper concludes
that it is necessary to reconstruct the meritocratic method of appointment and promotion

to improve the incentives and expertise of civil servants.
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