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Transnational career advantages:
earnings growth of Japanese
self-initiated expatriates

Keniji Ishida*

Institute of Social Science, University of Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan

Introduction: Japanese workers have experienced prolonged wage stagnation
for over 30 years, leading some young and middle-aged people to seek
economic opportunities abroad. While self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) represent
a growing segment of Japan's international workforce, their economic
outcomes compared to domestic workers remain underexplored. This study
examines whether Japanese SIEs achieve superior earnings growth compared
to domestic workers and assesses the economic implications of returning to
Japan.

Methods: Using longitudinal survey data from the ADIOS-J project (2020-2022)
tracking Japanese expatriates and the JLPS dataset for domestic workers, we
tested two hypotheses: (1) Japanese SIEs experience higher earnings growth
than domestic workers, and (2) returning to Japan economically penalizes
SIEs. The analysis controlled for observable and unobservable factors affecting
earnings trajectories with random and fixed effects models.

Results: Japanese expatriates experienced approximately 6% annual earnings
growth, while domestic Japanese workers’ earnings remained virtually stagnant
(around 1% annual growth). Earnings levels varied significantly among expatriate
categories—SIEs in multinational companies earned more than domestic
workers, while SIEs in Japanese-owned companies had comparable earnings to
domestic workers. The apparent economic penalty for SIEs returning to Japan
was largely explained by job characteristics and pre-migration conditions rather
than the return itself.

Discussion: These findings reveal that transnational careers economically
benefit Japanese middle-class workers, challenging conventional views of
upward mobility occurring primarily within domestic labor markets. Despite
theoretical and empirical issues to be addressed in the future studies, the
research contributes to understanding middle-class migration from high-
income countries within Asia’s rapidly growing economic centers, suggesting
that international mobility can serve as an alternative pathway for career
advancement when domestic opportunities are limited.
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1 Introduction

Japanese workers have suffered from a long wage slump for over
30 years. According to OECD data, Japan’s average annual wage at a
constant price, which excludes the effects of price fluctuations, has
been around 47,500 US dollars (PPP converted) until 2023 since the
1990s. On the contrary, the OECD average has constantly increased,
which means that the wage gap between Japan and other OECD
countries has widened. Furthermore, the real wage in South Korea,
which is an OECD partner in East Asia, has overtaken Japan’s wage
since 2019.

The 30-year-long wage stagnation is a result of the ‘lost decades’
of the Japanese economic market since the early 1990s when the
bubble economy burst. During this period, Japanese domestic firms
reduced their labor demand while keeping the employment of already
existing regular workers. In Japan, where there is a strong linkage
between its school-to-work transition system and long-term
employment practice (Brinton, 2010), the displacement of new
employment affected the opportunity for the labor market entry for
young people (Ohta et al., 2008). Accordingly, a considerable number
of young Japanese people had to start from non-regular employment,
in which both wage level and employment stability were low. The
expansion of non-regular employment also gradually yielded middle-
aged people who used to have advantages in the Japanese labor market.

During the same period, an increasing number of young and
middle-aged Japanese people working overseas was witnessed. A
primary group of Japanese workers overseas consists of corporate
expatriates (CEs, hereafter), who are dispatched to international
branch companies from the headquarters to expand markets and
launch local production bases. Meanwhile, against the backdrop of the
recession since the 1990s, there has been a gradual number of self-
initiated expatriates (SIEs, hereafter) who choose to find their jobs in
the destination countries to seek better socioeconomic opportunities
and then migrate there for several years or permanently. The wave of
migration in the late 1980s and 1990s consisted of Japanese women
who graduated from four-year universities and suffered from finding
ajob in the Japanese labor market (Thang et al., 2006). After that, the
SIEs have been prevailing among Japanese young and middle-aged
workers with higher education (Kamiya and Niwa, 2018).

According to the official statistics, the number of Japanese workers
in private companies in 2017, which is the latest data available, is
463,700, comprising 53.4% of long-term Japanese residents across the
world". This figure represents a 1.6 times increase compared to the
figure in 1996, 290,178. In particular, East and Southeast Asia are the
epicenters of the growing number of Japanese workers, as Japanese
companies developed their market opportunities in those regions
(Buckley, 2009; Tokunaga and Ikegawa, 2018). Although the number
of employees at private companies in each country is not reported, the
percentage of Japanese employees at private companies in Asia was
55.5% in 2017, accounting for more than half of the total number of
the same group worldwide. This percentage has also increased 1.5
times from 35.7% in 1996.

1 The relevant figures are from “Annual Report of Statistics on Japanese
Nationals Overseas,” reported by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Accessed on
the 5th of August 2025).
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The present study thus aims to answer the following two research
questions with two novel longitudinal survey data for the expatriate
and domestic workers: (1) do the Japanese SIEs experience their
earnings growth, as one of career outcomes, compared to the domestic
workers in Japan, and (2) is returning to Japan penalized or rewarded
for the Japanese SIEs’ career?

In what follows, the present study addresses three critical gaps in
existing research and advances theoretical understanding of
transnational career mobility. First, theoretically, this study challenges
the dominance of methodological nationalism in social stratification
research by referring to a methodological transnationalism
framework. Conventional mobility studies assume that career
advancement occurs within bounded national labor markets,
overlooking whether transnational experiences can constitute
alternative pathways to upward mobility. The present research more
explicitly sheds light on this problem. Specifically, it tests whether
transnational career experiences yield earnings advantages for
Japanese SIEs compared to domestic workers, and whether returning
to Japan economically penalizes their careers—questions that directly
challenge conventional assumptions about career mobility within
bounded national labor markets.

Second, methodologically, this study tries to address a
fundamental selection bias problem in return migration research.
Previous studies typically compare returnees only with non-migrants,
ignoring those who remain abroad—a comparison that conflates
return decisions with return outcomes. By utilizing longitudinal data
tracking both movers (those who stay abroad and those who return)
and stayers (domestic workers), this study better isolates the effects of
return migration from pre-existing differences. While acknowledging
limitations in sampling design, this approach represents a substantial
improvement over cross-sectional comparisons. Third, empirically, by
providing systematic evidence on Japanese SIEs earnings trajectories,
this study reveals that transnational career advantages exist even for
migrants from high-income countries in regional labor markets. These
contributions advance social stratification research by demonstrating
that transnational career mobility represents a viable alternative
pathway to economic advancement in an era of domestic wage
stagnation in Japan.

2 Existing literature and research
perspective

2.1 Methodological transnationalism

2.1.1 The middle-class positions in
methodological nationalism

The present study focuses on the earnings trajectories of the
Japanese SIEs as middle-class migrants. In a broad sense, the middle
class has been perceived as an intermediary or mixed position [e.g.,
Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) and Wright (1997)]. From both
Marxist and Weberian perspectives, commonly referred to in social
stratification research, social class is initially comprised of three
groups in industrial societies: employers (capitalists), workers, and the
self-employed (petty bourgeoisie).

The threefold model of the class structure looks insufficient to
capture the whole working population in current industrial societies.
Under the industrialization process, large-scale businesses give rise to
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more bureaucratic organizations, creating middle positions to manage
front-line workers in the production process efficiently. Furthermore,
in postindustrial societies, the middle class has increased in size,
comprises the majority of the labor force, and has become
heterogeneous. Japan is not an exception. The middle class, comprising
managerial, professional, and other nonmanual occupations,
accounted for over 50% in 2015, both for men and women, with
women being more likely to hold lower nonmanual positions (Ishida,
2022). A more Japan-specific issue is the expansion of so-called
non-regular employment since the late 1980s. Unlike regular
employment, in which long-term employment and seniority-based
salary growth are guaranteed, non-regular employment cannot take
advantage of the organizational assets that regular workers are entitled
to. This type of duality is pervasive in the Japanese labor market across
occupations (Imai and Sato, 2011).

In a theoretical sense, typical social stratification studies, including
the abovementioned studies, have relied more or less implicitly on
methodological nationalism (Weiss, 2005). In general, methodological
nationalism treats societal phenomena from the nation-state
perspective in a self-contained way (Wimmer and Glick Schiller,
2002). More specifically, in methodological nationalism, intra- and
inter-generational social mobility processes are supposed to occur
within one society, independent of others. For example, a
commonplace OED (Origin, Education, and Destination) triangle is
investigated in line with a domestic social structure and institutional
setting. Even for international comparative studies, such as the
mobility regime framework [e.g., DiPrete (2002)], what they observe
in terms of social stratification processes are the differences among
nation-states independent from each other.

2.1.2 Methodological transnationalism in the age
of middle-class migration

However, methodological nationalism is now under question as
the population size of middle-class migrants is growing. It remains
effective in social stratification and inequality studies. Still, it depends
on the research topics and questions of interest. Middle-class workers
moving between borders, whom I call middle-class migrants in the
present study, have yet to be well investigated. As with social
stratification research, middle-class migrants are referred to as
migrants who occupy middling positions, which are neither globally
mobile elites nor lower-skilled labor migrants in transnational
migration studies (Conradson and Latham, 2005; Smith, 2005). A
straightforward reason why middle-class migrants are understudied
is their small population size. As mentioned above, middle-class
positions have been occupied by the non-migrant majority in post/
industrial societies.

Meanwhile, the situation surrounding the middle class is gradually
changing. In contemporary societies, middle-class migrants are
emerging (Robertson and Roberts, 2022; Scott, 2019). A broader range
of middle-class workers increasingly experience migration in their
career trajectories in a globalized economy. Associated professionals
and office clerks, who are less regulated by the national certification
and licensing systems, are examples of middle-class migrant workers.
In terms of size, around 10% of middle-class workers are foreign-born
migrants in Western societies (Scott, 2019). While middle-class
migrants from emerging economies were initially prevalent in prior
research (Erkmen, 2018; Koo, 2016), those from high-income societies
are gradually spreading as well (Heisler, 2020; Ho, 2011; Scott, 2006).
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Accordingly, to understand the middle-class migrants, another
theoretical view beyond methodological nationalism appears to
be imperative.

Methodological transnationalism is one alternative to address the
conceptual issues in situating career mobility accompanied by
international mobility (Robinson, 2011; Sklair, 2000; Smith, 2005;
Weiss, 2005). In methodological transnationalism, “states (or, more
accurately, state agents and agencies) are just one among several
factors to be taken into account” (Sklair, 2000: 68). Along with nation-
states, any kind of organization, such as both profit and nonprofit
organizations and ethnic communities and networks, plays a role in
constructing a field of various social interactions across borders
(Portes, 2002).

As an important example, transnational labor market research is a
pioneer in methodological transnationalism. It specifically focuses on the
mobility infrastructure of the transnational labor market, which creates
and regulates actual career mobility across borders (Mense-Petermann,
2020; Shire, 2020). Economic activities and competition by profit
companies have been global due to the developments and widespread use
of technology since the end of the 20th century, such as IT and broader
and faster transportation, and then, human mobility across borders for
new job opportunities has become frequent as well. However, they have
never been spontaneous (Brown, 2000).

In the infrastructure scholarship’s view, they are the outcomes of
coordination within the transnational labor market, which various
actors deliberately construct through legal, political, social, and
cultural processes. In doing so, a specific type of skill or trait is
transnationally commodified and priced, which means the
transnational labor market is formed. Eventually, aligning with the
mobility infrastructure, some migrants become advantaged or
disadvantaged compared to other migrants and sometimes even to the
majority group in the destination society. As an inspiring example,
from the mobility infrastructure perspective, a Japan-centered
qualitative study illustrated that Japanese temporary staffing firms
(TSFs), which were conceptually intermediary organizations, played
an indispensable role in the migration process of Vietnamese IT
workers (Muranaka, 2022); Japanese TSFs benefitted not only by
coordinating both migrant workers and Japanese firms in their
matching processes but also by providing training programs (language,
cultural and business etiquettes) for migrant workers to be fitted into
Japanese workplaces.

2.2 Transnational career mobility of
middle-class migrants

The perspective of the mobility infrastructure in the transnational
labor market is indeed promising in explaining how transnational job
mobility is possible. Meanwhile, there should also be a micro approach
to illustrate how migrant workers are actually faced with their
transnational career experiences, because only the macro approach
may fall into the risk of an over-socialized explanation despite the
variation within migrant workers [c.f. Granovetter (1985)]. Apart
from the infrastructure approach, the following empirical studies,
which cover the middle-class migrant population, investigate
migrants’ socioeconomic opportunities through micro-level analyses.

Transnational career mobility is a circular process that involves
careers in destinations and upon returning to origin countries
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(Cassarino, 2004). To understand how these transnational career
experiences shape middle-class migrants’ economic outcomes, two
interconnected processes require examination. The first—career
mobility in destination countries—has been primarily investigated
through the lens of immigrant assimilation research. The
assimilation thesis, which refers to ‘the decline of an ethnic
distinction and its corollary cultural and social differences’ (Alba
and Nee, 2003: p.10), postulates that being incorporated into
non-immigrant networks and acculturated in the destination
society leads to upward economic mobility due to accessing
resources exclusive to the majority (Gans, 2007). The second
process—career outcomes upon return to origin countries—
addresses whether international experience yields returns in origin
labor markets, a question particularly salient for migrants from
middle- and low-income countries, where skills and networks
acquired abroad may command premiums. However, both bodies
of research have predominantly focused on migrants moving from
lower-income to higher-income countries, leaving the career
dynamics of middle-class migrants from high-income countries
underspecified both theoretically and empirically. The following
sections review these two research traditions and identify critical
gaps that motivate the present study.

As the assimilation thesis suggests, US studies utilizing
longitudinal earning records show that even the first-generation
migrants, who are born outside their destination societies, experience
wage growth proportional to the length of stay (Villarreal and
Tamborini, 2018, 2024). It appears noteworthy that more educated
immigrants enjoy higher wage growth after their arrival (Villarreal
and Tamborini, 2018, 2024), which indicates the economic advantage
of middle-class migration. Also, a UK study reveals that the first-
generation immigrant men’s wage disadvantage is compensated by the
length of work experience in the UK (Ochmann, 2024). It also overall
supports the positive assimilation hypothesis.

The latter, career mobility upon returning, has been studied primarily
in economic literature, particularly for migrants from middle and
low-income countries. Because they are thought to accumulate their skills
and social capital from the high-income destinations, their experiences
and resources obtained through migration are highly valued, which is
scarce in their home countries, particularly in the cases of emerging and
low-income economies (Dustmann and Weiss, 2007; Hagan and Wassink,
2020). Accordingly, it is hypothesized that returnees earn higher wages
than those who have never worked abroad.

By and large, previous studies support that those who returned to
their home countries are more highly paid than those without
migration experience (non-migrants). For example, in some studies
in Ireland, which is a high-income country like Japan, the return
migration premium is around 7-10% (Barrett and O’Connell, 2001;
Barrett and Goggin, 2010). The positive premium is also reported in
the CEE (Central and Eastern Europe) countries and Turkey (Co et al.,
2000; Dubu and Rojo, 2021; Martin and Radu, 2012; Tomescu-
Dubrow, 2015; Tverdostup and Masso, 2016).

However, regional differences in return migration outcomes
warrant careful investigation. Recent East Asian research reveals
more complex patterns. Hao et al. (2017) systematically reviewed
143 studies on Chinese returnees, finding mixed evidence: while
some successfully leveraged international experience for career
advancement, many faced unmet salary expectations and workplace
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adaptation difficulties. Similarly, Choi and Park (2025) documented
how South Korean returnees struggle to convert international
credentials into labor market advantages. These contrasting patterns
between European and East Asian contexts underscore the
importance of regional institutional contexts in shaping
transnational career outcomes.

Taken together, two critical gaps emerge from this literature. First,
both assimilation and return migration research have predominantly
focused on migrants from middle- and low-income countries moving to
higher-income destinations. This focus is economically justified: migrants
can earn in higher-valued currencies, accumulate valuable skills and
networks, and leverage these resources for greater purchasing and
bargaining power upon return (Dustmann and Weiss, 2007). However,
this logic does not readily apply to middle-class workers from high-
income countries, where such resources are already accessible
domestically. Regional differences also complicate career opportunities in
the transnational mobility process. Second, methodologically, adequately
controlling for selection in return migration requires comparing returnees
not only with non-migrants but also with those who remain abroad—a
comparison rarely achieved in existing studies. Addressing these
theoretical and methodological gaps requires longitudinal data that tracks
both movers and stayers, allowing for more rigorous examination of how
transnational career experiences shape economic outcomes for middle-
class migrants from high-income countries.

With respect to the migration from high-income countries, another
conceptual framework is the lifestyle migration approach (Benson and
O'Reilly, 2009). The lifestyle migration framework underscores that
middle-class migrants seek better lives than those in their origin
countries, and that socioeconomic achievement is just one of the
outcomes of migration. Although career attainment and seeking better
lifestyles are not mutually exclusive, middle-class migrants’ income
growth is not theoretically guaranteed in the lifestyle migration storyline.

Previous qualitative studies provide some insightful findings;
middle-class migrants can retain their economic advantages in the
host labor markets while simultaneously seeking their middle-class
lifestyle and unique cultural experiences in the host societies (Hof,
2018, 2019). From another angle, a German study found that
middle-class migrants from Western countries do not have anxieties
of stagnating or downward mobility in Germany. Still, those from
other regions do not (Stock, 2024). Those findings imply that
middle-class migrants from high-income countries could
economically take advantage of their pre-migration experiences.
Nevertheless, they have yet to investigate their career trajectories or
transnational aspects directly.

In terms of the second issue, the selectivity of return migration, it
is essential to follow up on migrants’ transnational mobility to address
the selection problem; previous studies have already pointed out that
return migration is selective for some individual traits (Constant and
Massey, 2002; Wahba, 2015). Technically, longitudinal data that
contains cross-border mobility information is the best to address the
migrants’ traits in some ways.

To the best of our knowledge, however, most of the previous
studies on return migration did not distinguish between migrants
who returned to their home countries and those who stayed in their
destinations. Some do not directly control for the selection though
they are conscious of the issue (Dubu and Rojo, 2021; Tverdostup
and Masso, 2016). Several studies have attempted to correct the
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selection effect upon returning by employing selection models,
instrumental variables, propensity score matching, and treatment
effect models (Barrett and O’Connell, 2001; Barrett and Goggin,
20105 Co et al., 2000; Martin and Radu, 2012). However, all the
datasets consist of all respondents who are already in their home
countries. In that data structure, it is possible to adjust the
differences between non-migrants and returnees to some extent, but
the differences between staying migrants and returnees are not
directly controlled. Tomescu-Dubrow (2015) employed random-
effect models with a Polish longitudinal dataset, but it also contains
only those who are in Poland. A sociological study by Jacobs (2025)
is an exception in that the longitudinal data includes information
on cross-border mobility of skilled Indian migrants in the US. Still,
the outcome is not wage but promotion. Accordingly, considering
transnational mobility within individuals is a better way to examine
the impact of return migration on career outcomes afterwards.

2.3 Transnational career experiences of the
Japanese SIEs

2.3.1 The Japanese premium in middle-class
migration

The Japanese case offers a critical opportunity to test transnational
career mobility theories in a context that differs from existing studies.
Unlike the typical pattern of migration from lower-income to higher-
income countries, Japanese SIEs represent middle-class workers from
a high-income country facing three decades of domestic wage
stagnation. This configuration allows us to examine whether
transnational mobility can serve as an alternative pathway to economic
advancement when domestic career channels are constrained.

In terms of outmigration, a transnational labor market has been
opened to the Japanese SIEs by Japanese global companies attempting
to develop their business overseas. The labor demand for the Japanese
SIEs is a compromise of the Japanese companies to address both
localization pressure and keeping Japanese corporate culture.

Since around the 1980s, Japanese companies have expanded
their businesses overseas, centered on manufacturing and wholesale
trading sectors (Buckley, 2009). The CEs (corporate expatriates)
from their headquarters in Japan have primarily managed the local
organizations. In return for overseas assignment, they can enjoy a
variety of stipends and corporate support, including housekeeping,
driving, and their children’s education. In the 1990s, however, when
the Japanese economy faced a long-term recession, dispatching the
CEs was problematized from a cost-performance viewpoint
(Beamish and Inkpen, 1998; Furusawa, 2020). Accordingly, Japanese
companies have come to need their localization to reduce their
personnel costs.

Meanwhile, Japanese companies have been reluctant to replace
managing positions in their local organizations from Japanese to the
local staff. As with a German case pointing to perfectionism (Weiss,
2005: 721-2), even Japanese companies overseas require their staff to
be like Japanese acculturated workers. As a result, Japanese firms often
encounter cultural conflicts (Pudelko and Tenzer, 2011).

There is a supply chain of Japanese companies in the host
economic market, and Japanese business customs and culture are a
prerequisite within the ecosystem (Ishida et al., 2019). However, few
local candidates can sufficiently meet the requirements, primarily due
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to the Japanese language barrier’. Consequently, Japanese-ness has a
premium when the considerable size of Japanese supply chains isolates
their labor market opportunities exclusively for Japanese candidates,
as well as a role of cultural interpreter between the CEs occupying
higher positions and local workers, which the Japanese SIEs are
expected to play. Concurrently, Japanese people have sought second
chances for their careers, particularly since the burst of the bubble
economy in the early 1990s. For some of them, working overseas as
SIEs appears economically better than remaining in Japan with
stagnating career perspectives.

A previous study supports the positive premium; in receiving
countries where strong Japanese supply chains exist, the salary level
at the same position is higher for Japanese than local staft (Ishida
etal, 2019). Meanwhile, in some qualitative studies, they are reported
to be precarious and marginal in their workplaces in destination
societies (Kamiya and Niwa, 2018; Kato and Kukimoto, 2016;
Kawashima, 2010, 2017). According to prior research, Japanese SIEs
have to work for Japanese-owned companies at their convenience, and
they eventually lack the opportunity to accumulate transnational
career experiences that are assumed to be beneficial in
migration studies.

2.3.2 International experiences as a trap upon
returning to Japan?

When it comes to the SIES’ return to Japan, the theoretical
expectation is more blurred due to a lack of previous studies.
Nonetheless, the following aspects in the Japanese labor market
imply the pessimistic view of the Japanese returnees from
overseas societies.

One is the seniority-based wage growth tied to the long-term
employment system in Japanese companies (Yamada and Kawaguchi,
2015). Given the Japanese employment system, it is economically
rational for employees to work at the same companies for as long as
possible. Put differently, however, the seniority wage system potentially
prevents newcomers from the external labor market. Because
seniority, that is, the length of working, matters in career attainment
in Japan, the transnational experiences of the Japanese SIEs cannot
be valued as valid career experiences.

In relation to the prior point, Japanese corporate culture is not
well-suited to cultural diversity. One characteristic is the control and
cooperation-driven management, which is reported both in
management and sociological studies (Ishida and Arita, 2022; Pudelko
and Tenzer, 2011). Furthermore, a discourse analysis, based on various
articles and reports, also reveals that Japanese companies tend to
devalue international experiences (Burgess, 2015).

Previous studies pointed out that the Japanese SIEs were lifestyle
migrants who prioritized their private lives more than career
advancement (Nagatomo, 2013; Thang et al., 2006). Accordingly, it is
plausible to presume that they do not expect so much from their
career perspectives (Kato and Kukimoto, 2016). To the best of our
knowledge, however, there is no prior study which explicitly focuses

2 Prior study centers on the Japanese SIE workers in Japanese companies
overseas. However, though it is still speculation, the Japanese language
premium can be expected for the SIEs employed in non-Japanese multinational

companies, which attempt to reach out their businesses in the Japanese market.
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on the career mobility of the Japanese SIEs empirically. As well as the
previous studies of return migration outside Japan, utilizing
longitudinal data is imperative to test the socioeconomic return of
returning to Japan as rigorously as possible. In doing so, the present
study will contribute to research on transnational career mobility in
the case of middle-class migration from high-income countries.

3 Limitations in prior research and
present hypotheses

The literature reviewed above reveals three critical limitations that
constrain its applicability to our research questions about Japanese
SIES earnings trajectories and return outcomes.

First, conventional social stratification research relies on
methodological nationalism, treating career mobility as processes
occurring within bounded national labor markets. This framework
cannot address a fundamental question: can transnational career
experiences provide economic advantages when domestic labor
markets offer limited opportunities? For Japanese middle-class
workers facing three decades of wage stagnation, this is not a
peripheral question but central to understanding contemporary
mobility patterns. The present study addresses this limitation by
adopting a methodological transnationalism framework, explicitly
comparing earnings trajectories of those pursuing transnational
careers with those remaining in Japan.

Second, return migration research faces a substantial selection
problem: comparing returnees only with non-migrants conflates
selection into return with return effects. If those who return differ
systematically from those who stay abroad, simple comparisons
produce biased estimates. While some studies employ selection
corrections (Barrett and O’Connell, 2001; Martin and Radu, 2012),
none compare returnees with those who remain abroad—the most
relevant counterfactual. The present study better addresses this problem
by tracking both those who stay abroad and those who return, alongside
domestic workers, allowing more rigorous examination of return effects.

Third, existing research on Japanese international workers
presents contradictory characterizations. Qualitative studies
emphasize precariousness (Kamiya and Niwa, 2018; Kawashima,
2010), while quantitative evidence suggests structural advantages
(Ishida et al., 2019). This contradiction reflects a deeper limitation:
most studies lack longitudinal data or systematic earnings comparisons
with domestic workers, making it impossible to assess actual career
trajectories. Furthermore, research on return outcomes for Japanese
SIEs is virtually nonexistent, despite recent East Asian evidence
suggesting that institutional contexts shape return outcomes
differently than in European contexts (Hao et al., 2017; Choi and Park,
2025). The present study addresses these gaps by utilizing longitudinal
data tracking the earnings trajectories of expatriate workers and
comparing them with those of domestic workers.

With the above research gaps in mind, the present study tests the
following two hypotheses to answer the research questions raised in
the introduction. For the first research question, the corresponding
hypothesis is that the growth rates of earnings for the SIEs are higher
than those of domestic workers in Japan. Given that their work
permits are guaranteed only when local staff cannot take on the job
roles, the sponsor companies need to offer the SIE workers higher
positions than those of local staff, accompanied by higher wages.
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Specifically, Japanese companies expect their Japanese SIE workers to
intermediate local staff and head managers within their organizations
and to be contact persons with other Japanese supply-chain firms in
the local society/country because they are presumed to understand
the Japanese ways of business customs as Japanese premium (Ishida
etal,, 2019). On the other hand, non-Japanese-owned or multinational
companies do not necessarily require them for SIE workers, who are
eventually selected based on their professional skills. Taken together,
it can be hypothesized that the Japanese SIE workers are able to obtain
higher rates of earnings growth by taking advantage of their market
premium, which the Japanese domestic workers do not receive.

Regarding the second research question, the present study
hypothesizes that the SIEs’ returning to Japan is a penalty against their
earnings. Given the previous studies for Japanese SIEs, the Japanese
premium overseas diminishes after returning to Japan for the SIE
workers in Japanese-owned companies. Furthermore, given that
earnings growth in Japan primarily depends on promotions within
organizations due to the typical Japanese employment practice, getting
a job through the external labor market does not secure a wage increase.
Unlike the CEs, who are embedded into the job rotation system, the
SIEs have to find their positions themselves when returning to Japan.

Before proceeding to explain the data used, a note on the setting
of the outcome variable should be amended. The present study
explicitly focuses on the respondents’ earnings as the outcome of their
career mobility for the following two reasons: one is substantial, and
the other is for analytical convenience.

For the substantial reason, as mentioned in previous sections,
getting better economic opportunities has been a considerable
motivation to work in overseas societies for young and middle-aged
Japanese workers amid the prolonged stagnation of wage increases since
the 1990s in Japan. The growth in earnings can presumably indicate
progress in the transnational career mobility across different
institutional contexts.

For analytical convenience, the present study is essentially limited to
the Japanese middle-class migrants, as shown in the descriptive statistics
below. Accordingly, it is hard to investigate their status attainment in a
wide range of occupational statuses. Furthermore, employment statuses
and job ranks depend on country-specific contexts for their schema and
categorizations. In the present study, they are proxy variables measured in
accordance with the Japanese labor market situation. Among the career
outcomes, therefore, job earning is the best dependent variable to interpret
career progress from the transnational career mobility perspective. A
greater variety of outcomes should indeed be investigated in
future research.

4 Data and method
4.1 Data and variables

4.1.1 ADIOS-J data

The present study utilizes two kinds of longitudinal survey data
to examine the two hypotheses. The first is a three-wave
longitudinal dataset obtained through the research project
‘Advancing Dreams in Overseas Societies among Japanese
Expatriate Workers (ADIOS-]). The first wave of the ADIOS-]
survey was conducted online in January 2020, and its target
population was Japanese citizens who worked overseas and were
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less than 50 years old at the time of the survey’. The sample was
drawn using a non-probability procedure, in which the ADIOS-]
project collected respondents through an advertisement on a social
media platform (Facebook) and a mailing list of an international
staffing agency®. The completed sample size of the first wave
was 1,011.

The project conducted two follow-up online surveys in January
2021 (the second wave) and February 2022 (the third wave). The
survey invitations were sent to 894 of the 1,011 respondents in the first
wave, who consented to participate in the follow-up surveys, and 670
and 557 responded to the second and third waves, respectively.
Accordingly, the response rates for the second and third waves were
75% (= 670/894) and 62% (= 557/894).

While all respondents in the first wave had paid jobs outside of
Japan, some of the respondents became unemployed or jobless in the
subsequent waves. Accordingly, the unemployed cases of the total
observations are not included in the following analysis because they do
not have information on job earnings as the outcome in the present study.

4.1.2 JLPS data

The other data source is the JLPS (Japanese Life Course Panel
Surveys) for youth (JLPS-Y) and middle-aged (JLPS-M), which
includes workers in Japan during the same survey period from 2020
to 2022 with the ADIOS-]. The JLPS data are analyzed to compare
with the ADIOS-] data for earnings trajectories and the associations
between earnings and explanatory variables.

The JLPS started in January 2007 as the first wave with the
drop-off and pick-up method. Its original target population was
comprised of those between 20 and 34 for the JLPS-Y and those
between 35 and 40 for JLPS-M who lived in Japan at the time of the
survey. The sample was obtained with two-stage random sampling
stratified by region, city size, gender, and age group. The follow-up
surveys were conducted in January every year, and the additional
respondents were amended in 2011 (the fifth wave from 2007) and
2019 (the thirteenth wave from 2007). The former sample was
collected by the same birth cohort and sampling method, and the

3 In this study, the ADIOS-J sample is assumed to consist of SIEs and CEs.
Meanwhile, there may be some cases where CEs’ spouses work in the host
countries under certain conditions. Accordingly, the analytical sample cannot
always be considered SIEs and CEs in the theoretical sense. Such cases carry
the risk of underestimating wage growth rates. However, as shown in the
analysis results discussed below, the wage growth rate of the ADIOS-J sample
is positively significant and larger than that of domestic workers in Japan.
Therefore, while acknowledging the limitations of the data, it appears to
be plausible to assume that the results of this study have a certain degree of
validity.

4 The geographic distribution of the obtained sample does not correspond
to the true target population, as it is contingent on the geographic distribution
of registrants on these platforms. At the time of the Wavel survey, the
respondents’ regions of residence were as follows: Mainland China accounted
for 8% of the total, Hong Kong 4%, Taiwan/South Korea 5%, Singapore 8%,
Thailand 15%, Other Southeast Asia 10%, Western Europe and North America
47%, and Other Regions 3%. In the subsequent analysis, a model incorporating
a dummy variable for regions other than Japan was also estimated; however,

the results remained unaltered.
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mode of the survey was by mail. The latter consisted of those between
20 and 31 who lived in Japan in 2019 (JLPS-Y refreshment sample,
thereafter), and the sampling procedure and survey method were the
same as the 2007 sample. In the present study, the datasets in 2020 (the
fourteenth wave from 2007), 2021 (the fifteenth wave from 2007), and
2022 (the sixteenth wave from 2007) are used. The number of
responses at each wave was 4,891, 4,671, and 4,524 in total. Table 1
represents the response rates for the initial wave for each sample and
subsequent waves from 2020 to 2022.

In addition to the ADIOS-] sample, the two kinds of cases are
excluded in the following analysis. First, I excluded the tiny number
of respondents who lived overseas during the panel due to the use of
the JLPS sample in comparison with the ADIOS-] data. Because the
number of those cases is five in 2020 and 2021 and two in 2022, their
impacts on the data analysis will be negligible. Second, the same with
the ADIOS-] data, the unemployed or jobless respondents are
excluded from the dataset for each wave.

4.1.3 Variable definitions and summary statistics

Table 2 shows the summary statistics of the outcome and
explanatory variables of interest in the present study. The number of
observations for each dataset in the table refers to the total
observations across the three waves.

The outcome variable is natural-logged annual job earnings at
each wave of the ADIOS-J and JLPS datasets. Although its
measurement is not detailed, the ADIOS-J surveys used a
ten-point scale from one (around one million JPY) to ten (ten
million JPY or more) for the respondents’ earnings to make it
easier to answer. When asked to answer their job earnings in the
ADIOS-] survey, respondents are supposed to answer them in JPY
even though they receive their salaries in the currency of their
destination societies.

The JLPS surveys ask respondents to indicate the type of wage
payment: hourly, daily, weekly, monthly, or annual. Then, they are
supposed to answer the detailed values of their wages. The present
study calculated their yearly earnings based on their answers and
converted them into a ten-point scale, the same as the ADIOS-]
version for comparison.

The key explanatory variables are twofold. One is a linear time
variable used in both the ADIOS-J and JLPS data, and the other is
a dummy variable, whether the respondents lived in Japan at the
time of surveys, which is used in the ADIOS-] data. The time
variable takes from zero to two, indicating 2020, 2021, and 2022.
The living-in-Japan dummy takes one as living in Japan and
zero otherwise.

Furthermore, as for the ADIOS-] sample, the respondents’
expatriate status in 2020 (the first wave) is also used as the initial
employment status. It comprises the six groups: (1) SIEs in Japanese
companies, (2) those in multinational companies (including
destination-country-owned companies), (3) CEs from Japanese
companies, (4) business executives (regardless of Japanese or
non-Japanese companies), (5) self-employed or freelance, and (6) staff
in professional or nonprofit organizations. The typical workers in the
sixth category are researchers, medical professionals, and officers in
international or nonprofit organizations like NGOs.

The regression models also include the following covariates: age,
gender (female dummy), education, employment status (for JLPS
only), occupation, managerial positions in large firms, monthly
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TABLE 1 Response rate for each sample and wave.

Original sample
Youth Middle-aged

Survey
period

Wave Response % Response %

January-
April
2007

Wavel 3,367 35% 1,433 40%

10.3389/fs0c.2025.1646384

Additional sample
Youth Middle-aged

Refreshment sample
Youth

Response % Response % Wave Response %

January-
March
2011

Wave5 2,232 76% 1,087 85% Wavel

710 32% 253 31%

January-
March
2019

Wavel3 1736 81% 889 88% Wave9

441 69% 178 74% | Wavel 2,380 36%

January-
March
2020

‘Wavel4 1724 82% 871 88% = WavelO

424 68% 175 73% | Wave2 1,697 83%

January-
March
2021

Wavel5 1700 83% 846 87% | Wavell

409 67% 176 75% | Wave3 1,540 80%

January-
March
2022

Wavel6 1,682 84% 837 88% | Wavel2

401 67% 175 75% | Waved 1,429 80%

Each response rate is the percentage p of responses to the valid survey invitations. Because the second and subsequent waves for each sample are follow-up surveys, high response rates are

achieved.

working hours, marital status, whether having a child or not and the
type of sample (for JLPS only).

The employment status variable is controlled to estimate the growth
rate of the outcome variable more rigorously because there are fair
differences in the level and growth of job earnings among employment
statuses in the Japanese labor market. Specifically, it has five categories:
executives, self-employed or freelance, regular employment, non-regular
employment, and other non-specified statuses.

For the occupational variable, the ADIOS-] survey asked
respondents to choose the following categories that most applied:
clerical, sales, service or retail sales, professional or technical,
managerial, and other occupations. I particularly distinguished the
differences among the sales workers. Because Japanese companies
overseas have a sizable labor demand for salespersons (Ishida et al.,
2019), store sales workers are closer to service workers. The JLPS
survey also asked respondents about their occupations, and
I constructed the occupational variable to be comparable with the
ADIOS-] dataset.

The variable of whether having managerial positions in large firms
is dichotomous. It is a combination of respondents’ job ranks and the
size of their firms. For both ADIOS-J and JLPS, the job rank is
composed of seven categories: (1) no job title, (2) supervisor, foreman,
team leader or equivalent, (3) assistant section chief or equivalent, (4)
section chief or equivalent, (5) division chief or equivalent, (6)
company president, executive, director, (7) other. Of the seven
categories, I defined (4-6) as managerial positions. Also, when
working in firms with 300 employees or more, I regarded the
respondents as large firm workers. Taken together, if a respondent was
in a managerial position in a large firm, the dummy variable took one,
and otherwise, zero.

Frontiers in Sociology

The present study controls respondents’ family situations.
Specifically, I use marital status and whether they have children.
For the marital status variable, having a spouse is coded as one,
and otherwise, it is zero. The child variable is also a dichotomous
variable, with one if respondents have children and zero if
they do not.

Lastly, for the JLPS sample, I consider the sample types in the
following regression models. As mentioned earlier, the JLPS dataset
consists of the original, additional, and youth refreshment samples,
which started in 2007, 2011, and 2019. Accordingly, I use the dummy
variables for the additional and youth refreshment samples to control
for the difference in job earnings among the sample types.

4.2 Method

4.2.1 Longitudinal regression models

In the present study, I first look at descriptive results of the earnings
across the three years among the ADIOS-J and JLPS samples and also
between those who were back in Japan after 2020 and those who lived
overseas. The descriptive investigation is followed by the multi-variate
analyses with the ADIOS-J and JLPS datasets separately. In taking
advantage of the longitudinal structure of both datasets, the present study
primarily relies on the random effect regression models in the following
analysis’. I specifically estimate the regression Equation 1.

5 The "plm” package (ver. 2.6.4) in R (ver. 44.0) is used to perform the random

and fixed effects models.
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TABLE 2 Summary statistics of the variables of interest.

Variables ADIOS-J JLPS Variables
Obs.** Mean Obs.** Mean
(SD)/% (SD)/%
Natural logged earnings 2053 1.373 (0.685) 7,876 1.198 (0.448) | Employment status - 10,302
Living in Japan at
2,137 7.58% Executives - 2.69%
survey
37.898 37.595
Age 2,137 10,302 Self-employed - 5.73%
(7.196) (8.410)
Regular
Female 2,106 64.39% 10,302 53.86% - 66.30%
employment
Educational status Non-regular
2,119 10,251 - 25.11%
obtained in Japan* employment
No education 0.28% - Others - 0.17%
Upper secondary or
12.18% 23.79% Occupational status 2,102 10,110
lower
Post-secondary 13.36% 30.80% Clerical 17.65% 26.54%
Undergraduate 56.91% 40.15% Sales 16.65% 4.05%
Service or retail
Graduate 17.27% 5.26% 16.51% 16.29%
sales
Educational status Professional or
1996 - 40.15% 28.84%
obtained overseas technical
No education 66.58% - Managerial 8.56% 2.14%
Upper secondary or
2.86% N Others 0.48% 22.15%
lower
Manager positions
Post-secondary 7.06% - 2071 10.09% 10,177 3.74%
in large firms
Monthly working 157.078 170.163
Undergraduate 9.12% - 1997 9,825
hours (60.320) (55.867)
Graduate 14.38% - Having spouse 2,103 59.96% 10,295 58.13%
Expatriate status at 2020 2,137 - Having children 2,108 36.86% 10,238 49.12%
SIE in Japanese
26.06% - Survey year 2,137 10,302
companies
SIE in multinational
34.96% - 2020 46.65% 34.49%
companies
Corporate expatriates
18.02% - 2021 28.97% 33.15%
from JPN
Business executives 3.32% - 2022 24.38% 32.36%
Self-employed or
13.62% - Sample type - 10,302
freelance
Professional or
Original sample
nonprofit 4.02% - - 50.78%
since 2007
organizations
Additional
sample since - 11.79%
2011
Refresh sample - 37.43%
since 2019

*For the JLPS sample, respondents’ countries of education are not specified. **The number of observations for each dataset is the total observations for the three waves.
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In(y;t ) = by +bytime;, +byJapan, + SIE;bs +by (time;; x SIE; )
+bs (]apan,-t x SIE; )+ Zb+u; +e;; (1)

u; ~N(0,0'3),u,~ L x; 2)

yir refers to the outcome variable, the ten-scale job earnings at
each wave. In the present study, I take its natural logarithmic value.
Accordingly, one unit difference in explanatory variables means
(exp(x) - 1)% differences in the outcome.

Our key explanatory variables are the linear time variable (time),
living in Japan at each wave (Japan), and the expatriate categories in
2020 (SIE). Of these, time and Japan are included only in the ADIOS-]
dataset, as explained above. The reference category for SIE is the SIEs
in Japanese-owned companies, and each dummy variable for SIE
represents other SIE categories. In addition, I take interaction terms
between time and SIE and between Japan and SIE. Zb is the product
of vectors of other covariates and parameters considered in the
regression models.

For the first hypothesis that the earnings growth is higher for the
SIEs than for domestic workers in Japan, the parameter b; is compared
between the ADIOS-] and JLPS datasets, though each parameter is
estimated using separate analyses. If the first hypothesis holds, b, is
higher in the ADIOS-] dataset than in the JLPS after considering
covariates. Also, I check if the growth rates might vary among the SIE
statuses by by .

For the second hypothesis is that the SIE’s earnings after returning
to Japan are less than those before returning or staying overseas,
I particularly focus on the interaction effects bs . If the hypothesis is
supported, the main effect of Japan, which represents the parameter
for the SIEs in Japanese-owned firms (b,), should be significantly
negative. Furthermore, for example, the interaction effect for the CEs
should be significantly positive.

I estimate the three random effect models for each sample. The first
models include only the explanatory variables of particular interest. The
second model adds variables such as gender, age, education, marital
status, and children. In addition, the third model counts occupation,
managerial positions, and monthly working hours.

In the meantime, as the Equation 2 denotes, the random effect model
presumes that the unobserved individual heterogeneity (1;) follows a
normal distribution with mean zero and a certain variance (0'3 ), and that
it is independent of explanatory variables (x;). If these assumptions are
not met, the estimated parameters are probably biased. To address this
issue, I run fixed effect models for each dataset for a robustness check
toward the estimated parameters on which I focus.

4.2.2 Multiple imputations

In performing the aforementioned longitudinal regression models,
I may face a considerable reduction in sample size for each dataset. If
there were no missing values for all respondents across all waves, 2,137
and 10,302 observations would be available for the ADIOS-J and JLPS
datasets, respectively. With complete case analyses, however, sizable
observations drop from the analytical datasets. For the ADIOS-] data,
the numbers of observations and individuals are 1,763 and 869 with
the complete case analysis, resulting in around 17% decreases. Likewise,
those are 7,439 and 3,105 for the JLPS data, and around 28% of the
potentially available observations are omitted.

The risk of obtaining biased parameters is one of the most crucial
concerns for the sample size reduction due to missing values. Ideally,
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an analytical dataset is assumed to meet the assumptions of missing
completely at random (MCAR), which means that missingness for any
variable is independent of other variables (Kenward and Carpenter,
2008). Under the situation where the MCAR assumption holds, the
complete case analysis theoretically provides unbiased estimates,
though their standard errors might be large because of the random
reduction of observations. In the meantime, it is almost always rare that
the MCAR assumption is satisfied.

To address the sample reduction that potentially results in biased
and unstable estimates, the present study employs multiple imputation
(MI) techniques. In the MI process, missing values of the variables
used are imputed by certain algorithms or regression models with
other variables used, as well as auxiliary variables if necessary. After
generating multiple complete datasets and estimating parameters with
each data, the parameters from all the imputed datasets are combined
into the final estimates. In doing so, while utilizing the information of
the incomplete dataset as fully as possible, MI can also consider the
risk of underestimating standard errors by increasing the sample size
because the uncertainty accompanied by the imputation is taken into
account in the MI process.

The MI results depend on the sort of imputation methods. In the
present study, Amelia IT (Honaker et al.,, 2011) is used for the imputation
procedure, and the final estimates are obtained with 50 imputed datasets
with all the variables used in the following analyses®. I tried changing the
number of imputed datasets for the MI process in the following analysis,
but the results remain almost the same. Also, to compare the MI results
to those in a conventional way, I supplementarily show the results based
on the complete case analysis below. As for the complete case analysis,
I will also report the results of the Hausman test to check whether the
random effect model can tentatively ignore the unobserved heterogeneity,
which is controlled with the fixed effect model.

5 Results
5.1 Descriptive results

Figure 1 illustrates the trajectories of mean natural logged earnings
between the ADIOS-] and JLPS samples. The former is divided into seven
groups based on the expatriate statuses at the first wave in 2020. In the
ADIOS-J sample, SIEs in Japanese-owned companies (1) had the lowest
earnings among employee categories. The relative economic disadvantage
of this group aligns with findings from prior research on the Japanese SIE
workers overseas. The JLPS sample’s earnings, which are represented as
the dashed line, are similar to those of the SIEs in Japanese-owned
companies, which are around 1.2 for three years. Accordingly, regarding
wage levels, SIE workers in Japanese companies are in a similar economic
standing to Japanese domestic workers.

With regard to the first hypothesis, all ADIOS-] groups
experienced earnings growth across survey waves. Employee groups
(SIEs in Japanese and multinational companies, and CEs) showed
similar growth rates of approximately 8% per year (0.075-0.080
points), regardless of expatriate status. This consistent growth pattern

6 To perform multiple imputations in the present study, | utilized "Amelia (ver.
1.8.3)" and "mitools (ver. 2.4)" in R (ver. 44.0).
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among expatriate workers contrasts sharply with the domestic labor
market, as discussed below.

The earning trajectory of the JLPS sample was almost flat
across the survey waves. On the three-year average, Japanese
domestic workers just received a 1% increase per year. Taken
together, the descriptive results support the first hypothesis; the
earnings growth rate is higher among Japanese expatriate workers,
including SIEs in Japanese-owned firms, compared to Japanese
domestic workers.

Figure 2 presents mean logged earnings by sample type, expatriate
status, and location (Japan vs. overseas). The pattern reveals substantial
heterogeneity ~ in  return  migration  outcomes  across
expatriate categories.

SIEs in Japanese-owned firms experienced an 18.9% earnings
decline upon return to Japan (point difference: —0.21). Notably, their
earnings in Japan fell below those of domestic JLPS workers, despite
earning slightly more while overseas. This pattern suggests a loss of
transnational advantages for this group.

In contrast, other expatriate categories showed earnings increases
after returning to Japan. SIEs in multinational companies, CEs, and
executives gained 5-6%, while self-employed workers and professionals
in nonprofit organizations showed substantially higher increases (38.3
and 24.7%, respectively). These divergent patterns suggest that return
outcomes depend critically on expatriate status and organizational
context, challenging the assumption of a uniform return penalty as
predicted by the second hypothesis.

These descriptive patterns provide preliminary support for
Hypothesis 1: expatriate workers experienced substantially higher
earnings growth than domestic workers from 2020 to 2022.
However, evidence for Hypothesis 2 is mixed. SIEs in Japanese-
owned firms showed lower earnings after return, falling below
domestic worker levels, while other expatriate categories

experienced an earnings increase. These divergent patterns suggest

10.3389/fs0c.2025.1646384

that return outcomes vary systematically by expatriate status,
warranting multivariate analysis.

5.2 Results of random effect models

The descriptive patterns observed above provide initial insights
but do not account for respondents’ observable and unobservable
characteristics. To rigorously test our hypotheses while controlling for
potential confounders, we employ random effects panel regression
models (specified in Section 4.2.1). Tables 3, 4 present results for the
ADIOS-J and JLPS samples, respectively.

Model 1-1 (Table 3) serves as the baseline for the ADIOS-]
sample, including key variables of interest. The time variable shows
significant positive earnings growth of approximately 8% per year
(coef. = 0.080, p<0.001), with no significant variation across
employed expatriate categories.

The living-in-Japan coeflicient is negative and marginally
significant (—0.134, p < 0.10), indicating a 12.5% earnings decline
upon return for SIEs in Japanese-owned companies. However,
significant positive interactions for SIEs in multinational companies
and self-employed workers reveal substantial heterogeneity: the
former group experienced an 8.3% increase upon return. This
divergence suggests fundamentally different return outcomes across
expatriate categories.

Consistent with Figure 1, Model 1-1 confirms significant earnings
differentials by expatriate status: SIEs in multinational companies
earned 15.5% more, and CEs earned 81.1% more, than SIEs in
Japanese-owned companies (both p < 0.01).

Model 1-2 adds demographic and family variables. The time
coeflicient remains significantly positive (0.059, indicating 6%
annual growth), and interaction patterns remain consistent with
Model 1-1.
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FIGURE 1
Job earnings trajectories for the ADIOS-J and JLPS samples.
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The living-in-Japan coefficient remains negative and marginally
significant (—0.113, p <0.10, implying a 10.7% decline), with
interaction patterns similar to Model 1-1. After controlling for
demographic variables, the earnings premiums for SIEs in
multinational companies and business executives become statistically
insignificant, with coeflicients declining by approximately 50%. This
suggests that much of the earnings differential observed in Model 1-1
reflects compositional differences in age, gender, and education rather
than expatriate status per se.

Model 1-3 adds job characteristics (occupation, managerial
position, working hours). The time coefficient remains positive and
significant (0.063, approximately 7% annual growth), with stable
interaction patterns.

Critically, the living-in-Japan coefficient becomes statistically
insignificant and declines by 51.3% in magnitude (from —0.113 to
—0.055). Similarly, most interaction effects lose statistical significance
and decline substantially. These patterns indicate that the apparent
return penalty and its heterogeneity across expatriate categories are
largely explained by job characteristics rather than return migration
per se. This finding challenges the notion of an inherent return penalty
for Japanese SIEs.

Table 4 presents parallel models for the JLPS sample (domestic
Japanese workers). Given the negligible number of overseas residents
in JLPS, these cases were excluded, and return migration variables are
not examined.

Model 2-1 (Table 4) includes time, employment status, and
sample type. Domestic workers experienced modest but significant
earnings growth of 1.2% annually (coef. = 0.012, p <0.001)—
substantially lower than the 8% growth observed among expatriates.
In Model 2-2, after adding demographic and family variables, the time
coeflicient becomes insignificant and approaches zero, while the age
coefficient becomes significantly positive (0.011). This contrasts with
the ADIOS-] sample (Table 3), where both time and age remain
significant. The pattern suggests that for domestic workers, earnings
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growth is driven primarily by seniority (age) rather than labor market
experience—consistent with Japan’s seniority-based wage system
discussed in Section 2.3.2.

Taken together, these multivariate results provide strong support
for Hypothesis 1: Japanese expatriates experienced significantly higher
earnings growth (6-8% annually) compared to domestic workers
(approximately 1% or less). However, Hypothesis 2 receives limited
support: while SIEs in Japanese-owned companies showed lower
earnings upon return in baseline models, this apparent penalty was
largely explained by job characteristics and pre-migration conditions
rather than return migration itself.

5.3 Supplementary analyses

Two robustness checks address potential concerns: (1) unobserved
individual heterogeneity, examined through fixed effects models, and
(2) sensitivity to the multiple imputation procedure, examined
through complete case analysis.

Fixed effects models (Models 1-4 and 24, Tables 3, 4) control for
unobserved time-invariant individual heterogeneity while retaining
the multiple imputation approach. For the ADIOS-] sample (Model
1-4), the time coeflicient remains significantly positive (0.080,
P <0.001), confirming robust earnings growth for expatriates even
after accounting for unobserved individual traits. The living-in-Japan
coefficient becomes smaller and statistically insignificant (—0.028),
with no significant interactions. These results closely parallel Model
1-3, suggesting that unobserved heterogeneity does not substantially
alter the key findings.

For the JLPS sample (Model 2-4), the time coefficient becomes
significantly positive (0.015, p <0.001, implying 1.5% annual
growth)—differing from Model 2-3 where it was insignificant. This
occurs because the fixed effects specification cannot separately
estimate age effects given the short panel length (three waves),
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TABLE 3 Random and fixed effect models for the ADIOS-J sample.

Model 1-1 (RE) Model 1-2 (RE) Model 1-3 (RE) Model 1-4 (FE)
Coef SE Coef SE Coef SE Coef SE
Intercept 11785 0.038 0.499 0.298 0.110 0271
Japan at survey —0.134+ 0.073 —0.113 0.072 —0.055 0.070 -0.028 0.075
Time (2020 = 0) 00807 0.020 0.059%* 0.020 0.063% 0.019 0.080% 0.020

Expatriate category at 2020 (ref: JPN SIE)

MNC SIE 0.144%* 0.051 0.072 0.047 0.118%* 0.044
CE 0.594%%* 0.059 0.4517%*% 0.056 0.405%#* 0.051
Executive 0.281%* 0.111 0.102 0.104 0.079 0.095
Self-employed —0.4347%%* 0.066 —0.474%%* 0.061 —0.295%#% 0.057
Professional organization 0.147 0.104 —0.124 0.099 —0.084 0.091
Female —0.300%#* 0.038 —0.179%#% 0.036
Age at survey 0.016%** 0.003 0.015%%* 0.002

Education in Japan (ref: no education)

Secondary 0.203 0.285 0.036 0.256
Post-secondary 0.122 0.286 —0.025 0.258
Undergraduate 0.321 0.284 0.133 0.256
Graduate 0.507+ 0.287 0.318 0.259

Education overseas (ref: no education)

Secondary —0.304** 0.098 —0.260%* 0.089

Post-secondary —0.028 0.068 0.051 0.063

Undergraduate 0.115+ 0.063 0.096+ 0.057

Graduate 0.255%%* 0.054 0.251%%** 0.049
Having a spouse 0.019 0.034 0.032 0.031 0.038 0.048
Having children 0.012 0.033 0.034 0.031 0.014 0.046

Occupation at survey (ref: Clerical work)

Sales 0.056 0.038 0.062 0.048
Service and retail sales —0.132%%% 0.039 —0.038 0.054
Professional and technical —0.023 0.033 —0.027 0.041
Managerial 0.065 0.045 0.027 0.055
Other occupations —0.324* 0.145 —0.348* 0.164
Manager in large firms 0.205%%* 0.039 0.107* 0.048
Monthly working hours 0.0031 %% 0.0002 0.0029%** 0.0003

Interaction: Japan x Expatriate Status

Japan x MNC SIE 0.214%* 0.102 0.205* 0.101 0.094 0.097 0.108 0.103
Japan x CE 0.082 0.099 0.061 0.098 —0.045 0.094 —0.074 0.101
Japan x Executive 0.299 0.238 0.259 0.234 0.404+ 0.227 0.370 0.242
Japan x Self-employed 0.371%* 0.155 0.357* 0.152 0.202 0.149 0.188 0.160
Japan x Professional organization 0.374 0.242 0.372 0.237 0.184 0.226 0.186 0.248

Interaction: Time x Expatriate Status

Time x MNC SIE —0.010 0.026 —0.007 0.025 —0.014 0.024 —0.019 0.025
Time x CE —0.029 0.034 —0.032 0.033 —0.043 0.032 —0.040 0.033
Time x Executive 0.012 0.061 0.015 0.060 0.023 0.058 0.009 0.061
Time x Self-employed 0.003 0.035 0.001 0.034 —0.007 0.033 —0.006 0.034
(Continued)
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TABLE 3 (Continued)

Model 1-1 (RE)
Coef SE

Model 1-2 (RE)
Coef SE

Model 1-3 (RE)

Model 1-4 (FE)

Coef SE Coef SE

Time x Professional organization 0.141%* 0.052 0.140%* 0.052 0.133%* 0.051 0.142%* 0.052
Rho 0.753 0.707 0.675 0.886
Obs. 2,137 2,137 2,137 2,137
Individuals 997 997 997 997

##kp <0.001, ##p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 (two-tailed test). The number of imputed datasets is 50.

resulting in potential confounding between time and age. Nevertheless,
even this upper-bound estimate (1.5%) remains substantially lower
than the 8% growth observed among expatriates.

The Hausman test is conventionally used to evaluate whether
random effects (RE) or fixed effects (FE) models provide consistent
estimates by testing whether coefficients differ significantly between
the two specifications. If the null hypothesis of equal coefficients is
rejected, FE models are preferred as they better control for unobserved
heterogeneity. However, post-hoc testing after multiple imputation
remains methodologically underdeveloped for panel data (Grund
et al.,, 2023). We therefore conducted Hausman tests using complete
case analysis (Table 5).

Table 5 presents random and fixed effects models using complete
case analysis (no missing values on any variables). For the ADIOS-]
sample, time coefficients remain significantly positive in both RE
(0.077) and FE (0.088) models. The living-in-Japan coefficient is larger
and marginally significant in complete case analysis (—0.134 to
—0.136) compared to MI results, likely reflecting overestimation due
to listwise deletion bias under MAR assumptions. For the JLPS
sample, results are nearly identical between MI and complete
case approaches.

The Hausman test does not reject the null hypothesis for the
ADIOS-] sample, supporting the validity of the RE specification. In
contrast, the null is rejected for the JLPS sample, favoring the FE
model. Importantly, even using the FE estimate for JLPS (1.5% annual
growth), domestic workers” earnings growth remains substantially
lower than that of expatriates (6-8% annually). These robustness
checks consistently support Hypothesis 1 regarding higher earnings
growth for expatriates, while providing limited support for Hypothesis
2 regarding return penalties.

6 Discussion

This study examined two central questions about Japanese SIES’
transnational career experiences: whether they achieve higher
earnings growth than domestic workers, and whether returning to
Japan penalizes their careers. Panel regression analyses provided
strong support for the first hypothesis while challenging the second.
Japanese expatriates experienced approximately 6% annual earnings
growth after controlling for observable and unobservable factors,
whereas domestic workers’ earnings remained virtually stagnant
(around 1% annual growth). This substantial difference persisted
across multiple model specifications and robustness checks,
demonstrating that transnational career mobility yielded significant
economic advantages over domestic career trajectories during Japan’s
prolonged wage stagnation.
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These findings challenge the dominance of methodological
nationalism in social stratification research. Conventional mobility
studies assume that career advancement occurs primarily within
bounded national labor markets through organizational promotion
systems. However, for Japanese middle-class workers facing three
decades of domestic wage stagnation, transnational career experiences
provided an alternative pathway to economic advancement that
domestic career channels could not offer. This pattern reveals how
transnational labor markets can create new opportunity structures
when domestic mobility is constrained—a dynamic overlooked by
frameworks that treat national labor markets as self-contained
systems. The findings thus contribute to debates on how globalization
reshapes career stratification processes beyond traditional
national boundaries.

The second hypothesis—that returning to Japan penalizes SIES’
earnings—received limited support. While descriptive results
suggested lower earnings for returnees in Japanese-owned companies,
multivariate analyses revealed that this apparent penalty largely
reflected job characteristics and pre-migration conditions rather than
return migration per se. Once job attributes, occupational positions,
and working hours were controlled, the return effect became
This
assumptions about return penalties and suggests that career outcomes

statistically insignificant. finding challenges simplistic
depend more on the types of positions returnees secure than on the
act of returning itself. This interpretation helps explain regional
differences in return premiums documented in previous research: the
contrasting patterns between European studies documenting positive
premiums (Barrett and O’Connell, 2001; Barrett and Goggin, 2010)
and ambiguous East Asian findings (Hao et al., 2017; Choi and Park,
2025) may reflect differences in how returnees are positioned within
organizational structures rather than inherent regional variations in
valuing international experience.

An important finding emerged regarding heterogeneity among
Japanese expatriates. While earnings levels varied significantly—SIEs
in multinational companies earned substantially more than those in
Japanese-owned companies—earnings growth rates were similar across
categories. This pattern suggests different mechanisms underlying
transnational career advantages. SIEs in Japanese companies may
benefit from the “Japanese premium” in regional supply chains, where
Japanese language and cultural knowledge command value (Ishida
etal,, 2019), but remain subject to organizational hierarchies that limit
their earnings levels relative to corporate expatriates. In contrast, SIEs
in multinational companies likely leverage professional skills valued in
global labor markets, achieving both higher earnings levels and
comparable growth rates. These divergent patterns reveal how
organizational contexts create differentiated opportunity structures
even for migrants from the same origin country, highlighting the
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TABLE 4 Random and fixed effect models for the JLPS sample.

Model 2—-1 (RE)

Model 2-2 (RE)

10.3389/fs0c.2025.1646384

Model 2-3 (RE) Model 2—4 (FE)

Coef SE Coef SE Coef SE Coef SE
Intercept 1.479%** 0.030 0.895%** 0.061 0.668*** 0.061
Time (2020 = 0) 0.0127%* 0.004 —0.0012 0.004 0.001 0.004 0.015%** 0.004
Employment status at survey (ref: Executives)
Self-employed —0.393%#%* 0.034 —0.347%%% 0.032 —0.328%%%* 0.031 —-0.075 0.047
Regular employment —0.195%%*% 0.030 —0.164%*% 0.027 —0.197%%% 0.027 —0.046 0.044
Non-regular employment —0.685%*%* 0.033 —0.569%*%* 0.030 —0.491%%%* 0.030 —0.223%%* 0.048
Others —0.8827%#%* 0.125 —0.828**%* 0.122 —0.722%%% 0.123 —0.3897%* 0.140
Female —0.286%*%* 0.011 —0.236%#* 0.011
Age at survey 0.012%%** 0.001 0.011%%* 0.001
Education (ref: Secondary)
Post-secondary 0.040%* 0.015 —0.003 0.014
Undergraduate 0.199%#* 0.014 0.142%%* 0.015
Graduate 0.319%%* 0.026 0.219%%* 0.025
Having a spouse 0.080%** 0.014 0.083 % 0.013 0.017 0.025
Having children 0.007 0.013 0.011 0.013 —0.0037 0.026
Occupation at survey (ref: Clerical work)
Sales 0.043+ 0.023 0.005 0.040
Service and retail sales —0.069%#* 0.016 0.006 0.033
Professional and technical 0.108%* 0.013 0.046 0.032
Managerial 0.178%3* 0.031 0.058 0.046
Other occupations —0.025 0.015 0.015 0.032
Manager in large firms 0.216%%* 0.023 0.067* 0.032
Monthly working hours 0.0016%*** 0.0001 0.0010%** 0.0001
Sample type (ref: original)
Additional sample since 2011 —0.041* 0.020 —0.002 0.018 0.009 0.016
Refresh sample since 2019 —0.229%#% 0.013 —0.013 0.022 —0.020 0.020
Rho 0.679 0.602 0.546 0.836
Obs. 10,302 10,302 10,302 10,302
Individuals 3,971 3,971 3,971 3,971

##kp < 0.001, #*p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 (two-tailed test). The number of imputed datasets is 50.

importance of examining within-group heterogeneity in transnational
career research.

To be sure, the present study has several research limitations. The
most critical issue is the sampling bias in the ADIOS-] sample, as it
was not drawn using a conventional random sampling procedure.
Unless a representative sampling frame is available, relying on
non-random sampling eventually becomes the second-best option.
Measuring job earnings for the ADIOS-]J surveys also has room for
improvement, as the ten-point scale is somewhat imprecise. Other
outcomes, such as class categories, are to be investigated in future
research by rigorously considering the compatibility of occupational
statuses across countries.

In relation to the data issues, I acknowledge that this timeframe is
limited given the 30-year context of Japan’s economic stagnation that
motivated this study. The 2020-2022 period represents only a snapshot
of what may be longer-term career mobility patterns. Despite that
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limitation, a similar wage trajectory result is observed in Japan over a
more extended period; around 60% of wage earners in Japan
experience wage growth rates from 0 to 0.05 (Arita, 2020), which are
still lower than those of the Japanese SIEs. Accordingly, the JLPS
sample results in the present study still seem to reflect Japan’s long
economic stagnation, and the monetary incentive for working
overseas appears to be increasing.

In addition to the data limitations, the analytical framework can
be elaborated in future research. For example, because the present
study primarily focuses on the Japanese SIEs transnational career
achievement, including their return migration, the focal reference
group is those who remain in the Japanese labor market (JLPS
sample). Accordingly, comparisons between the Japanese SIEs and
local workers are intentionally excluded. Meanwhile, from the
immigration study perspective, it is imperative to compare the
Japanese migrants with the majority in the host societies. Furthermore,
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TABLE 5 Random and fixed effects models with the complete cases.

ADIOS-J JLPS
Random effect Fixed effect Random effect Fixed effect
Coef SE Coef SE Coef SE Coef SE

Japan at survey —0.134+ 0.075 —0.136+ 0.078
Time (2020 = 0) 0.077%#%* 0.018 0.088%** 0.018 0.003 0.003 0.018%** 0.002
Interaction: Japan x Expatriate Status

Japan x MNC SIE 0.237* 0.100 0.265%* 0.105

Japan x CE 0.040 0.095 0.062 0.100

Japan x Executive 0.518%* 0.192 0.504* 0.199

Japan x Self-employed 0.331% 0.140 0.331% 0.149

Japan x Professional organization 0.320 0.203 0.393+ 0.216
Interaction: Time x Expatriate Status

Time x MNC SIE —0.026 0.023 —0.026 0.023

Time x CE —0.066* 0.029 —0.058%* 0.030

Time x Executive 0.116* 0.058 0.124% 0.060

Time X Self-employed 0.004 0.029 0.016 0.030

Time X Professional organization 0.070 0.046 0.060 0.047
Other covariates Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled
Rho 0.763 0.924 0.765 0.925
Obs. 1763 1763 7,439 7,439
Individuals 869 869 3,105 3,105
Hausman test (RE vs. FE)

Chi-squared 24.937 436.37

df 21 14

P 0.250 <0.001

##kp < 0.001, #*p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 (two-tailed test). The other covariates are the same as Model 1-3 and 2-3 for the random effect models and Model 1-4 and 2-4 for the fixed effect

models in the ADIOS-] and JLPS samples.

the contexts of the receiving societies should be considered. To do so,
it would be helpful to accumulate research on individual countries
that are popular for Japanese migrants.

Nevertheless, using the rough outcome might still
be reasonable for understanding the overall trends and differences
among expatriates and domestic workers, as long as we do not
intend to measure the exact income level. Addressing these issues
in subsequent research leads us to rigorously test the validity of

the current results.

7 Conclusion

This study makes three primary contributions to research on
First,
methodologically, it attempts to better address the selection bias problem

transnational career mobility and social stratification.
inherent in return migration research by utilizing longitudinal data that
tracks both movers (those who stay abroad and those who return) and
stayers (domestic workers). While acknowledging sampling limitations,
this design allows for more rigorous examination of return migration
effects than cross-sectional comparisons that conflate selection into return
with return outcomes. Second, empirically, it provides systematic evidence
on middle-class migrants’ earnings trajectories from a high-income

country—a population largely overlooked in existing research that
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predominantly focuses on migrants from middle- and low-income
countries. The findings reveal that Japanese SIEs experienced substantial
earnings growth (approximately 6% annually) while domestic workers
faced near-stagnant wages, demonstrating that transnational career
mobility can serve as an alternative pathway to economic advancement
when domestic channels are constrained. Third, theoretically, by
challenging methodological nationalism’s assumption that career mobility
occurs within bounded national contexts, this study demonstrates how
transnational labor markets create new stratification dynamics even for
workers from traditionally advantaged origin countries.

The findings have important implications for understanding the
mechanisms underlying transnational career advantages. The study
reveals that earnings growth advantages for Japanese SIEs were
sustained regardless of organizational context, yet earnings levels
varied substantially between those in Japanese-owned versus
multinational companies. This pattern suggests that different forms of
human and social capital operate in transnational labor markets: the
“Japanese premium” based on language and cultural knowledge in
regional supply chains versus professional skills valued in global labor
markets. Critically, the study also reconceptualizes return penalties: the
apparent economic costs of returning to Japan largely reflected job
characteristics and pre-migration conditions rather than return
migration itself. This finding suggests that institutional contexts shape
not whether international experience is valued, but rather how
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returnees  navigate job  matching and  organizational
integration processes.

These findings have broader implications for understanding
middle-class migration in an era of economic globalization and
regional integration. As domestic labor market opportunities become
increasingly constrained in some high-income countries—exemplified
by Japan’s three-decade wage stagnation—transnational career
mobility may become an increasingly important alternative to
domestic career advancement for middle-class workers. However, the
sustainability of these advantages depends on the transnational labor
market structure—particularly the extent to which origin-country-
specific premiums (such as Japanese-ness) persist as organizations
globalize and adopt more standardized management practices. Future
research should examine how organizational contexts beyond national
ownership (such as industry sectors and firm strategies) shape
transnational career opportunities, compare Japanese SIEs’ outcomes
with local workers in host societies to better understand their relative
positioning, and investigate longer-term career trajectories to assess
whether the earnings advantages observed in this study persist or
converge over time. Understanding these dynamics is crucial as
transnational career mobility becomes a more common feature of
middle-class employment in an increasingly interconnected

global economy.

Data availability statement

The datasets presented in this article are not readily available
because they are currently under dissemination processes in a data
repository. Requests to access the datasets should be directed to Kenji
Ishida (ishidak@iss.u-tokyo.ac.jp).

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Institutional
Review Board of the Institute of Social Science, University of
Tokyo. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local
legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed
consent for participation was not required from the participants or
the participants’ legal guardians/next of kin in accordance with the
national legislation and institutional requirements.

Author contributions

KI: Conceptualization, Visualization, Resources, Data curation,
Software, Validation, Investigation, Writing — review & editing, Project
administration, Supervision, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition,
Writing - original draft, Methodology.

References

Alba, R. D., and Nee, V. (2003). Remaking the American mainstream: Assimilation
and contemporary immigration. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Arita, S. (2020). “Dare ga shotoku josho wo hatashite irunoka? [who has experienced
wage increases?]” in Jinsei no ayumi wo tsuiseki suru [tracking life courses]. eds. H.
Ishida, S. Arita and S. Fujihara (Tokyo: Keiso Shobo Publishing), 23-42.

Frontiers in Sociology

17

10.3389/fs0c.2025.1646384

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the
research and/or publication of this article. This research was supported
by KAKENHI Grant-in-Aid for Specially Promoted Research (grant
numbers: 25000001 and 18H05204), Scientific Research (S) (grant
numbers: 18103003, 22223005, and 25H00386), and Scientific
Research (B) (grant number 23H00870 and 25K00704) from the Japan
Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS). The research support in
conducting the panel surveys was obtained from the Institute of Social
Science, University of Tokyo, and The Outsourcing, Inc.

Acknowledgments

The permission to use the panel data is obtained from the
Management Committee of the Japanese Life Course Panel Surveys.
The data utilized in this paper is currently undergoing preparation for
deposit in a repository or is subject to an embargo period.
Consequently, in the event that the analytical data and code are
required for the purposes of verification, they will be made available
upon request.

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen Al was used in the creation of
this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this
article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial
intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy,
including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any
issues, please contact us.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Barrett, A., and Goggin, J. (2010). Returning to the question of a wage premium
for returning migrants. Natl. Inst. [Econ. Rev. 213, 43-51. doi:
10.1177/0027950110380326

Barrett, A., and O’Connell, P. J. (2001). Is there a wage premium for returning Irish
migrants? Econ. Soc. Rev. 32, 1-21.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1646384
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
mailto:ishidak@iss.u-tokyo.ac.jp
https://doi.org/10.1177/0027950110380326

Ishida

Beamish, P. W,, and Inkpen, A. C. (1998). Japanese firms and the decline of the
Japanese expatriate. J. World Bus. 33, 35-50. doi: 10.1016/S1090-9516(98)80003-5

Benson, M., and O’Reilly, K. (2009). Migration and the search for a better way of life:
a critical exploration of lifestyle migration. Sociol. Rev. 57, 608-625. doi:
10.1111/j.1467-954X.2009.01864.x

Brinton, M. C. (2010). Lost in transition: Youth, work, and instability in Postindustrial
Japan. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Brown, P. (2000). The globalisation of positional competition? Sociology 34, 633-653.
doi: 10.1177/S0038038500000390

Buckley, P.J. (2009). The rise of Japanese multinational enterprise: then and now. Asia
Pac. Bus. Rev. 15, 309-321. doi: 10.1080/13602380802667247

Burgess, C. (2015). To globalise or not to globalise? ‘Inward-looking youth’ as
scapegoats for Japan's failure to secure and cultivate ‘global human resources. Global.
Soc. Educ. 13, 487-507. doi: 10.1080/14767724.2014.966805

Cassarino, J.-P. (2004). Theorising return migration: the conceptual approach to
return migrants revisited. Int. J. Multicult. Soc. 6, 253-279.

Choi, L. J., and Park, M. Y. (2025). Precarious privilege: identity (re)construction
among international students returning to South Korea. Appl. Linguist. Rev. 16,
1205-1224. doi: 10.1515/applirev-2023-0132

Co, C. Y, Gang, I. N., and Yun, M.-S. (2000). Returns to returning. J. Popul. Econ. 13,
57-79. doi: 10.1007/s001480050123

Conradson, D., and Latham, A. (2005). Transnational urbanism: attending to everyday
practices and mobilities. J.  Ethn. Migr. Stud. 31, 227-233. doi:
10.1080/1369183042000339891

Constant, A., and Massey, D. S. (2002). Return migration by German guestworkers:
neoclassical versus new economic theories. Int. Migr. 40, 5-38. doi: 10.1111/1468-2435.00204

DiPrete, T. A. (2002). Life course risks, mobility regimes, and mobility consequences:
a comparison of Sweden, Germany, and the United States. Am. J. Sociol. 108, 267-309.
doi: 10.1086/344811

Dubu, S., and Rojo, T. (2021). Effects of migration experience on labour income in
Turkey. Migr. Lett. 18, 591-600. doi: 10.33182/ml.v18i5.1325

Dustmann, C., and Weiss, Y. (2007). Return migration: theory and empirical evidence
from the UK. Br. J. Ind. Relat. 45, 236-256. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8543.2007.00613.x

Erikson, R., and Goldthorpe, J. H. (1992). The Constant flux: A study of class mobility
in industrial societies. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Erkmen, T. D. (2018). Stepping into the global: Turkish professionals, employment in
transnational corporations, and aspirations to transnational forms of cultural capital.
Curr. Sociol. 66, 412-430. doi: 10.1177/0011392116653236

Furusawa, M. (2020). Genchi Saiyo no kenkyu [a study of “Japanese self-initiated
expatriates”: The reality of the SIEs and human resource Management in Japanese
Companies in China]. Tokyo: Bunshindo.

Gans, H. J. (2007). Acculturation, assimilation and mobility. Ethnic Racial Stud. 30,
152-164. doi: 10.1080/01419870601006637

Granovetter, M. (1985). Economic action and social structure: the problem of
embeddedness. Am. J. Sociol. 91, 481-510. doi: 10.1086/228311

Grund, S., Lidtke, O., and Robitzsch, A. (2023). Pooling methods for likelihood ratio test
in multiply imputed data sets. Psychol. Methods 28, 1207-1221. doi: 10.1037/met0000556

Hagan, J. M., and Wassink, J. T. (2020). Return migration around the world: an
integrated agenda for future research. Amnu. Rev. Sociol. 46, 533-552. doi:
10.1146/annurev-soc-120319-015855

Hao, X, Yan, K., Guo, S., and Wang, M. (2017). Chinese returnees’ motivation, post-
return status and impact of return: a systematic review. Asian Pac. Migr. J. 26, 143-157.
doi: 10.1177/0117196817690294

Heisler, B. S. (2020). Middle-class German migrants in the United States: migrants,
immigrants, expatriates, transmigrants, mobile citizens, or German Americans? Ger.
Stud. Rev. 43, 537-551. doi: 10.1353/gsr.2020.0081

Ho, E. L.-E. (2011). Migration trajectories of ‘highly skilled’ middling transnationals:
Singaporean transmigrants in London. Popul. Space Place 17, 116-129. doi:
10.1002/psp.569

Hof, H. (2018). ‘Worklife pathways’ to Singapore and Japan: gender and racial dynamics in
Europeans” mobility to Asia. Soc. Sci. Japan J. 21, 45-65. doi: 10.1093/ssjj/jyx035

Hof, H. (2019). The eurostars go global: young Europeans’ migration to Asia for distinction
and alternative life paths. Mobilities 14, 923-939. doi: 10.1080/17450101.2019.1643164

Honaker, J., King, G., and Blackwell, M. (2011). Amelia IT: a program for missing data.
J. Stat. Softw. 45, 1-47. doi: 10.18637/jss.v045.107

Imai, J., and Sato, Y. (2011). “Regular and non-regular employment as an additional
duality in Japanese labor market: institutional perspectives on career mobility” in Japan’s
new inequality: Intersection of employment reforms and welfare arrangements. eds. Y.
Sato and J. Imai (Melbourne: Trans Pacific Press), 1-31.

Ishida, H. (2022). “Class structure, education, and social mobility in post-war Japan”
in Social stratification in an aging society with low fertility: The case of Japan. ed. S.
Shirahase (Singapore: Routledge), 7-34. doi: 10.15838/esc.2019.5.65.12

Frontiers in Sociology

10.3389/fso0c.2025.1646384

Ishida, K., and Arita, S. (2022). “Contextual obstacles to entrepreneurship in Japan
from the perspective of the overseas Japanese self-employed.” Electr. J. Contemp. Japan.
Stud. 22. Available online at: https://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/ejcjs/vol22/iss1/ishida_
arita.html

Ishida, K., Shin Arita, S., Keiko Genji, K., and Mei Kagawa, M. (2019). Structural and
institutional aspects surrounding Japanese self-initiated expatriates’ career opportunities
in east and southeast Asian societies. Econ. Soc. Chang. 12, 175-191.

Jacobs, E. (2025). On the up and up: the job mobility of skilled return migrants. Soc.
Forces 103, 1538-1559. doi: 10.1093/sf/soael32

Kamiya, H., and Niwa, T. (2018). Wakamonotachi no Kaigai Shashoku [current global
human resources]. Tokyo: Nakanishiya Publishing.

Kato, E., and Kukimoto, S. (2016). Gurobaru Jinzai towa Dareka [who are global
human resources?]. Tokyo: Seikyusha.

Kawashima, K. (2010). Japanese working holiday makers in Australia and their
relationship to the Japanese labour market: before and after. Asian Stud. Rev. 34,
267-286. doi: 10.1080/10357823.2010.508765

Kawashima, K. (2017). Service outsourcing and labour mobility in a digital age:
transnational linkages between Japan and Dalian, China. Glob. Networks 17, 483-499.
doi: 10.1111/glob.12157

Kenward, M. G., and Carpenter, J. R. (2008). “Multiple imputation” in Longitudinal
Data Analysis. eds. G. Fitzmaurice, M. Davidian, G. Verbeke and G. Molenberghs
(New York: Chapman and Hall/CRC), 477-499.

Koo, H. (2016). The global middle class: how is it made, what does it represent?
Globalizations 13, 440-453. doi: 10.1080/14747731.2016.1143617

Martin, R., and Radu, D. (2012). Return migration: the experience of Eastern Europe.
Int. Migr. 50, 109-128.

Mense-Petermann, U. (2020). Theorizing transnational labour markets: a research
heuristic based on the new economic sociology. Glob. Networks 20, 410-433. doi:
10.1111/glob.12260

Muranaka, A. (2022). Brokerage in the cross-border labour market: recruitment and
training Vietnamese I'T workers by Japanese temporary staffing firms. Asian Stud. Rev.
46, 574-592. doi: 10.1080/10357823.2022.2093836

Nagatomo, J. (2013). Nihon Syakai wo ‘Nogareru’ [lifestyle migration: The Japanese
immigrants in Australia]. Tokyo: Sairyusha.

Ochmann, N. (2024). Wages of UK immigrant men across generations: who catches
up? Oxf. Econ. Pap. 76, 395-411. doi: 10.1093/0ep/gpad006

Ohta, S., Genda, Y., and Kondo, A. (2008). The endless ice age: a review of the cohort
effect in Japan. Jpn. Econ. 35, 55-86. doi: 10.2753/JES1097-203X350303

Portes, A. (2002). Introduction: the debates and significance of immigrant
transnationalism. Glob. Networks 1, 181-193. doi: 10.1111/1471-0374.00012

Pudelko, M., and Tenzer, H. (2011). Conflict in foreign subsidiaries of Japanese and western
multinational corporations: the impact of cultural distance and differences in home-host
country combinations. Z. Betr.wirtsch. 81,49-71. doi: 10.1007/s11573-011-0456-9

Robertson, S., and Roberts, R. (2022). “Migrants ‘in-between’: rethinking privilege and
social mobility in middle-class migration” in Rethinking privilege and social mobility in
middle-class migration. eds. S. Robertson and R. Roberts (London: Routledge), 1-26.

Robinson, W. I. (2011). Global capitalism theory and the emergence of transnational
elites. Crit. Sociol. 38, 349-363. doi: 10.1177/0896920511411592

Scott, S. (2006). The social morphology of skilled migration: the case of the British
middle class in Paris. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 32,1105-1129. doi: 10.1080/13691830600821802

Scott, S. (2019). “New middle-class labor migrants” in The Palgrave handbook of
ethnicity. ed. S. Ratuva (Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan Singapore), 1729-1748.

Shire, K. (2020). The social order of transnational migration markets. Glob. Networks
20, 434-453. doi: 10.1111/glob.12285

Sklair, L. (2000). The transnational capitalist class and the discourse of globalization.
Cambridge Rev. Int. Aff. 14, 67-85. doi: 10.1080/09557570008400329

Smith, M. P. (2005). Transnational urbanism revisited. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 31, 235-244.
doi: 10.1080/1369183042000339909

Stock, I. (2024). Migrants’ transnational social positioning strategies in the middle
classes. Glob. Networks 24:¢12444. doi: 10.1111/glob.12444

Thang, L. L., Maclachlan, E., and Goda, M. (2006). Living in “my space”: Japanese
working women in Singapore. Geogr. Sci. 61,156-171. doi: 10.20630/chirikagaku.61.3_156

Tokunaga, S., and Tkegawa, M. (2018). “Global supply chain and Japanese electronics
firms’ location in East Asia: a case of final goods production sites” in Applied analysis of
growth, trade, and public policy: Ten years of international academic exchanges between
JAAE and KEBA. eds. M. hosoe, I. Kim, M. Yabuta and W. Lee (Singapore:
Springer), 95-111.

Tomescu-Dubrow, 1. (2015). International experience and labour market success:
analysing panel data from Poland. Pol. Sociol. Rev. 3, 259-276.

Tverdostup, M., and Masso, J. (2016). The labour market performance of young return
migrants after the crisis in CEE countries: the case of Estonia. Balt. J. Econ. 16, 192-220.
doi: 10.1080/1406099X.2016.1233729

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1646384
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-9516(98)80003-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2009.01864.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/S0038038500000390
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602380802667247
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2014.966805
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2023-0132
https://doi.org/10.1007/s001480050123
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183042000339891
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2435.00204
https://doi.org/10.1086/344811
https://doi.org/10.33182/ml.v18i5.1325
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8543.2007.00613.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392116653236
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870601006637
https://doi.org/10.1086/228311
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000556
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-120319-015855
https://doi.org/10.1177/0117196817690294
https://doi.org/10.1353/gsr.2020.0081
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.569
https://doi.org/10.1093/ssjj/jyx035
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2019.1643164
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v045.i07
https://doi.org/10.15838/esc.2019.5.65.12
https://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/ejcjs/vol22/iss1/ishida_arita.html
https://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/ejcjs/vol22/iss1/ishida_arita.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soae132
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2010.508765
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12157
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2016.1143617
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12260
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2022.2093836
https://doi.org/10.1093/oep/gpad006
https://doi.org/10.2753/JES1097-203X350303
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-0374.00012
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11573-011-0456-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920511411592
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830600821802
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12285
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557570008400329
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183042000339909
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12444
https://doi.org/10.20630/chirikagaku.61.3_156
https://doi.org/10.1080/1406099X.2016.1233729

Ishida

Villarreal, A., and Tamborini, C. R. (2018). Immigrants’ economic assimilation:
evidence from longitudinal earnings records. Am. Sociol. Rev. 83, 686-715. doi:
10.1177/0003122418780366

Villarreal, A., and Tamborini, C. R. (2024). First- and second-generation women’s
economic assimilation: an analysis of longitudinal earnings records. Soc. Forces 103,
655-680. doi: 10.1093/sf/soae078

Wahba, J. (2015). Selection, selection, selection: the impact of return migration. J.
Popul. Econ. 28, 535-563. doi: 10.1007/s00148-015-0541-4

Frontiers in Sociology

19

10.3389/fs0c.2025.1646384

Weiss, A. (2005). The transnationalization of social inequality: conceptualizing social
positions on a world scale. Curr. Sociol. 53, 707-728. doi: 10.1177/0011392105052722

Wimmer, A., and Glick Schiller, N. (2002). Methodological nationalism and the study
of migration. Eur. J. Sociol. 43, 217-240. doi: 10.1017/S000397560200108X

Wright, E. O. (1997). Class counts: Comparative studies in class analysis. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Yamada, K., and Kawaguchi, D. (2015). The changing and unchanged nature of inequality
and seniority in Japan. J. Econ. Inequal. 13, 129-153. doi: 10.1007/s10888-014-9295-6

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1646384
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418780366
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soae078
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-015-0541-4
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392105052722
https://doi.org/10.1017/S000397560200108X
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10888-014-9295-6

	Transnational career advantages: earnings growth of Japanese self-initiated expatriates
	1 Introduction
	2 Existing literature and research perspective
	2.1 Methodological transnationalism
	2.1.1 The middle-class positions in methodological nationalism
	2.1.2 Methodological transnationalism in the age of middle-class migration
	2.2 Transnational career mobility of middle-class migrants
	2.3 Transnational career experiences of the Japanese SIEs
	2.3.1 The Japanese premium in middle-class migration
	2.3.2 International experiences as a trap upon returning to Japan?

	3 Limitations in prior research and present hypotheses
	4 Data and method
	4.1 Data and variables
	4.1.1 ADIOS-J data
	4.1.2 JLPS data
	4.1.3 Variable definitions and summary statistics
	4.2 Method
	4.2.1 Longitudinal regression models
	4.2.2 Multiple imputations

	5 Results
	5.1 Descriptive results
	5.2 Results of random effect models
	5.3 Supplementary analyses

	6 Discussion
	7 Conclusion

	References

