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Abstract 
 

  Our study aims to explore the determining factors of female workers’ turnover intention in 

the Japanese labor market as a preliminary to the related data collection planned in the near 

future. We focus on turnover intention because it is one of the most effective predictors of labor 

market mobility. We extract nine latent factors, which are grouped into the following five 

categories: (1) perception of career opportunities at the current firm; (2) anticipation of career 

opportunities outside the current firm; (3) type of skills or way of doing business of the current 

firm; (4) individual characteristics; and (5) future prospects of the current firm. One of the most 

significant results is that, while various factors affect male workers’ turnover intention, in case 

of female workers one of the individual characteristics, namely, positive way of thinking, has 

the strongest influence, far more than other factors. This finding, among others, seems to 

suggest that to design further research on the topic. For example, it could be appropriate to 

include factors such as the orientation towards work-life balance or the availability of an 

economic safety net for both male and female workers, since the perception of these factors and 

the resulting behavior or orientation patterns may be strongly related with individual 

characteristics.  
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Gender gaps in the Japanese labor market 
 

  This study aims to explore the determining factors of female workers’ turnover intention in 

the Japanese labor market. We focus on turnover intention because it is one of the most effective 

predictors of labor market mobility (Steel, 2002). The critical features of the Japanese labor 

market include the lack of mobility on one hand and the development of a unique internal 

market on the other, in which full-time male workers represent the central focus.  

  It is known that in Japan there are huge discrepancies between male and female workers in 

many aspects, such as labor force participation rate, type of industry, or sectoral segregation by 

gender, kind of jobs, skills, wage level, type of labor contracts, and promotions within the 

organization. This is a partial list of areas where gender discrepancies are observed, with 

historical, cultural, and managerial factors being all interrelated to the phenomenon. 

  From the OECD online public database it emerges that in 2014 the labor force participation 

rate was 70.4% for males whereas 49.2% for females. The share of employees working in 

service sectors was 82.2% for females and 61.8% for males. Thus, more women are working in 

service sectors, which is not an unusual pattern compared with other OECD countries. The 

problem relies in the working conditions imposed by employers, which are particularly poor for 

part-time workers in service sectors in Japan. There exists a huge gap in the average annual 

income by gender, and also whether work is full- or part-time. For example, benefits from the 

seniority wage system under the lifetime employment are mainly given to full-time workers. A 

huge discrepancy is also present with respect to the share of employed who are managers within 

the organization (12.0% for males and 0.6% for females in 2014). The female share of seats in 

the boards of the largest publicly listed companies in the same year points out an even worse 

situation: In Japan, only 3% of board members are female. There is no comparison with other 

advanced countries, where the share reaches around 20-30%. 

 

 

Related literature and development of hypotheses 
 

  We attempt to identify the factors that help explain how an individual’s turnover intention 

increases or decreases by using employee-level data collected in February 2013 through a web 

survey. Specifically, this dataset provides information about turnover intentions, as well as five 

categories embodying potential explanatory factors. These categories consist of the perception 
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of career opportunities both inside and outside the current employing firm, skills and way of 

business at the current firm, individual characteristics, and currently employing firm’s future 

prospects. Within each category, the following explanatory factors are included. In the first 

category, an employee’s own perception of career opportunities in the currently employing firm 

is defined as “current chance” in this paper. The second category includes the perception of 

career opportunities at other Japanese firms, defined as “Japanese chance,” and the perception 

of career opportunities at other foreign-owned firms, defined as “foreign chance.” As far as 

skills and business processes are concerned, we measure the degree of firm specificity of skills 

(“firm-specific skills”) and the perception about the effectiveness of firm’s way of doing 

business (“firm effectiveness”). Individual characteristics include: first, positive way of thinking 

about his/her own life (“positive thinking”); second, whether he/she looks for promotion in the 

current firm (“upward oriented”); and last, if he/she is anxious about what happens after quitting 

the current job (“anxiety”). Finally, we measure an employee’s perception of future prospects of 

the current firm within 3 years, defined as “firm prospect.” Respondents were asked to rate each 

question item on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”), 

or 1 (“would be worse”) to 5 (“would be absolutely great”) depending on the appropriateness 

for each item. 

 

Turnover intention 
  Regarding an employee’s turnover, Arthur (1992) pointed out that the available Human 

Resource Management (HRM) practices are two, depending on the considered approach: 

short-term cost reduction or long-term employee commitment. These two types of HRM 

practice and their relationship with turnover have been compared and tested empirically (Arthur, 

1992; Batt and Colvin, 2011; Tsui et al., 1997). Evidence suggests that long-term commitment 

practices, which place an emphasis on inducements and investments, are more positively related 

to lower turnover than short-term cost reduction approaches (Arthur, 1992; Batt et al., 2002; 

Shaw et al., 1998). Turnover intentions are employed in the core turnover models and are 

considered to be one of the best predictors of actual turnover (Steel, 2002).  

  “Turnover intention” (TI hereafter) is defined as an employee's intention to voluntarily 

change job or company. We employ the TI designed by Kelloway et al. (1999) using a 4-item 

scale, namely, (1) I am thinking about leaving this organization, (2) I am planning to look for a 

new job, (3) I intend to ask people about new job opportunities, and (4) I do not plan to be in 

this organization much longer. TI is the dependent variable in our study. 
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Perceived career chances at the current firm 
  There are two forms of career constructs: actual and perceptual (Milkovich et al., 1976). An 

employee interprets and perceives opportunities and limitations in the current firm relative to 

his/her own subjective career goals and paths. Then, Kraimer et al. (2011) defined these 

perceived career opportunities or chances as the employees’ perception of the degree at which 

available work assignments and job opportunities match their career interests and goals. 

Perceived career opportunity/chance is one of the most important aspects seemingly affecting 

the employee motivation to perform and to make quit/stay decisions.  

  The career opportunities/chances perceived by employees inside the currently employing firm 

have a significant impact on TI, according to Kraimer et al. (2011). From this study, we apply a 

three-item scale, labeling it “current chance.” The three items are: (1) There are career 

opportunities at this firm that are attractive to me, (2) There are job opportunities available 

within this firm that are of interest to me, and (3) This firm offers many job opportunities that 

match my career goals. Consequently, the following hypothesis is drawn. 

 

Hypothesis 1: “Current chance” is negatively related to TI. 

 

Anticipation of career chances outside the current firm  
  Regarding the effect on turnover intentions of anticipated career chances outside the 

employing firm, there are two types of outside firms, namely other foreign-owned and other 

Japanese firms. Turnover theorists (e.g., Mobley, 1977; Steer and Mowday, 1981; Steel, 2002) 

have proposed that job satisfaction and organizational commitment are the key antecedents of 

turnover intentions, and job search opportunities play a central role in making a turnover 

decision. However, employees dissatisfied with the current firm do not quit instantly. Rather, 

they engage in the search of alternative job opportunities at other firms to make a rational 

decision to quit or not. An anticipation of good career chances at other firms may enhance their 

intention to quit. Employees differ in their values and beliefs, and thus they use different criteria 

(wage, job satisfaction, and so on) to evaluate and compare alternative job opportunities. At this 

stage, it is reasonable to assume that they will take into consideration those career opportunities 

which they anticipate before moving to an alternative firm. Here, we apply the three-item scale 

used by Kraimer et al. (2011). 

  We label an employee’s perceived opportunity at other Japanese firms as “Japanese chance,” 
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measured by a three-item scale, namely: (1) There seems to be better career opportunities at the 

other Japanese firm that are attractive to me, (2) There seem to be better job opportunities 

available at the other Japanese firm that are of interest to me, and (3) The other Japanese firm 

seems to offer many job opportunities that match my career goals. Thus, the following 

hypothesis is posited. 

 

Hypothesis 2: “Japanese chance” is positively related to TI. 

 

  We call an employee’s perceived opportunity at another foreign firm “Foreign chance,” 

measured by a three-item scale, namely; (1) There seem to be better career opportunities at the 

other foreign firm that are attractive to me, (2) There seem to be better job opportunities 

available at the other foreign firm that are of interest to me, and (3) The other foreign firm 

seems to offer many job opportunities that match my career goals. Thus, the following 

hypothesis is posited. 

 

Hypothesis 3: “Foreign chance” is positively related to TI. 

 

Skill characteristics 
  “Firm-specific skills” are developed within a firm over a relatively long period of time, and 

usually constitute the competitive advantages of the firm itself. In our study, we suppose that 

“firm-specific skills” is one of the variables which may plausibly explain turnover intentions 

(Becker, 1962; Becker, 1964). Tsui et al. (1997), in describing a balanced view of 

employee-organization relationships, argued that firm-specific skills acquired by those 

employees in a particular firm are not readily transferable to other firms because the employees 

trust that such investments will be reciprocated over a long term. Moreover, firm-specific skills 

acquired in a particular firm are not readily transferable to other firms, because those skills can 

be most effectively used where they were created and are embodied within each employee. 

Besides, from a management point of view, employers who value employees’ firm-specific 

skills as an organizational competitive advantage may seek low turnover through HRM 

practices (Batt and Colvin, 2011). Hence, it is plausible that firm-specific skills based on mutual 

trust fostered in commitment practices may be associated with lower turnover.  

  We develop a three-item scale of “firm-specific skills” to measure the degree at which 

employee’s skills and human network are used in the current firm better than in others. The 
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three items are: (1) What I have experienced so far in this firm, I can only utilize best within this 

firm, (2) Skills and knowledge I have accumulated in this firm, will be best manifested in this 

firm, and (3) Human network relationships I have built up within and outside this firm, can be 

best utilized in this firm. Thus, the following hypothesis is developed. 

 

Hypothesis 4: “Firm-specific skills” is negatively related to TI. 

 

  “Firm effectiveness” is an employee’s perception of how well the current firm will be 

operating within three years regarding with respect to different aspects. Referring to the 

multidimensional scale developed by Roth and O'Donnell (1996), we developed a measure of 

firm effectiveness. Respondents were asked to rate an expected performance of their firms on 

five dimensions: wage, promotion, work relation with superiors and colleagues, work 

procedures, and work motivation. In practice, the related question “How do you perceive the 

following things are going to be in the current firm in three years, better or worse?” concerned 

six items: (1) salary, (2) promotion, (3) relationship with peer workers or bosses, (4) degree of 

worth doing your job, (5) way of proceeding job, and (6) career development opportunity. 

Consequently, the following hypothesis is developed. 

 

Hypothesis 5: “Firm effectiveness” is negatively related to TI. 

 

Individual Characteristics 
  “Positive thinking” indicates an employee’s attitude and the way of thinking regarding how 

he/she manages his/her life (Judge et. al, 2003). The scale applied includes five items: (1) I 

believe that I can change with my own effort most of what is important in my life, (2) Most 

things will happen to me in the future depend on my own behavior, (3) I feel I have an 

outstanding talent, (4) My activity determines what happens in the future, and (5) I believe in 

the realization of my plan when I initiate it. Thus, the following hypothesis is developed. 

 

Hypothesis 6: “Positive thinking” is positively related to TI. 

 

  “Upward oriented” measures how much an employee wants to be promoted within the 

current firm. A four-item scale is used, namely: (1) I wish to be in charge of a job with more 

responsibility, (2) I will be upset if I could not be promoted from the current position within 3 to 
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5 years, (3) I will be very happy if I could be promoted in this branch, and (4) I want to be in an 

upper position (Landau J. et. al, 1996). Thus, the following hypothesis is developed. 

 

Hypothesis 7: “Upward oriented” is negatively related to TI. 

 

  “Anxiety” measures the degree of anxiety due to uncertainty and expected loss if the 

employee leaves the current job. The related scale has three items: (1) I am very anxious about 

what will happen when leaving this firm, (2) I think that many things will confuse me if I leave 

this firm, and (3) I think of continuing in this firm. Otherwise, I will suffer serious loss (Judge, T. 

A. et. al, 2003). As a consequence, the following hypothesis is developed. 

 

Hypothesis 8: “Anxiety” is negatively related to TI. 

 

Current firm’s future prospects 
  “Firm prospect” measures how an employee perceives the future prospects of the currently 

employing firm. In this respect, we develop a five-item scale, namely: (1) This firm’s future is 

promising, (2) I feel excited when I think of this firm’s future, (3) I believe this firm’s future is 

hopeful, (4) I feel this firm has great possibilities, and (5) I think that this firm will continue to 

expand. Then, the following hypothesis is developed. 

 

Hypothesis 9: “Firm prospect” is negatively related to TI. 

 

Moderation of the effect of individual characteristics on TI by “firm prospect” 
  For both males and females, the causal relationship between an employee’s individual 

characteristics and his/her TI will vary depending on how he/she perceives the future prospects 

of the current firm. Therefore, we test how “firm prospect” moderates the effect of individual 

characteristics on TI. Thus, the following three hypotheses are posited. 

 

Hypothesis 10: “Firm prospect” moderates the effect of “positive thinking” on TI. 

 

Hypothesis 11: “Firm prospect” moderates the effect of “upward oriented” on TI. 

 

Hypothesis 12: “Firm prospect” moderates the effect of “anxiety” on TI. 
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Results and discussion 
 

Sample 
  We collected data on employees’ workplace from monitor members of a marketing company 

using a web survey administered in Japan in February 2013. The respondents were paid with 

internet service points. Randomly selected 7,564 people were requested to respond to a 

questionnaire, of which 583 (7.7%) usable questionnaire responses were returned (457 males, 

126 females). All respondents were full-time workers, and the number of females aged 40 or 

less was 70 (56%), whereas those over 40 years old were 56 (44%). As for males, 156 (34%) 

were under 40, and 301 (66%) over 40. The breakdown by position in the firm is shown in 

Figure 2, which highlights a clear-cut gender difference. Not surprisingly, only a few, quite 

exceptional females occupied upper positions.  

Foreign	chance

Current	chance

Firm	prospect

Japanese	chance

Anxiety

Upward	oriented

Positive	thinking

Firm	effectiveness

Firm-specific	skills
Turnover	intention

H1(-)

H2(+)

H3(+)

H4(-)

H5(-)

H6(+)

H7(-)

H8(-)

Figure	1:		A	study	model	to	explore	the	effects	of	9	 factors	on	turnover	intention

H9(-)H10
H11

H12
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Factor analysis, reliabilities, and correlations 
  We conduct a factor analysis to reduce 39 observable variables to ten latent factors. The 

extraction method used is maximum likelihood with promax rotation. The results are shown in 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations among the extracted factors 

are presented in Table 2; (a) for females and (b) for males. 

  We conduct t-tests to compare the means between males and females. “Current chance,” 

“foreign chance,” and “firm-specific skills” are significantly different between the two groups. 

For female workers, “current chance” is significantly lower than that for male workers (M 

female = 2.4, SD female = 1.207 vs. M male = 2.673, SD male= 1.134), with t (581) = 2.36, p 

<.05. “Foreign chance” and “firm-specific skills” are also significantly lower for females than 

for males, for the former, M female = 2.355, SD female = 1.256 vs. M male = 2.621, SD male= 

1.058 with t (581) = 2.18, p <.05, and for the latter, M female = 2.270, SD female = 1.094 vs. M 

male = 2.624, SD male= 1.106 with t (581) = 3.19, p <.01. However, these findings should be 

interpreted with caution since the organizational and personal characteristics are not controlled 

Figure	2	 Breakdown	by	position
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for. Indeed, the organizational characteristics like size, type of industry, and performance 

indexes such as sales turnover and profit, or respondents’ age, sex, position, and firm tenure are 

not the same between the two groups, and might cause the differences.  

 

Regression analysis results and discussion 
  First of all, we run stepwise regressions for males and females separately by including all 

nine explanatory variables and three interaction terms in order to select the predictor variables 

to be included in the regression analysis for gender comparison. Conditions for the selection are 

the following ones: (1) being significant in at least one stepwise regression and (2) being a 

variable to be used for the calculation of the interaction terms even if it is not significant by 

itself. As a result, only one interaction term is excluded, namely firm prospect x anxiety, as it is 

not significant for either males or females. Thus, Hypothesis 12 is rejected for both groups. 

  Then, we perform a hierarchical regression analysis for females and males, respectively. After 

controlling for age in step 1, we include the nine predictor variables in step 2, and then two 

interaction terms in step 3. We use z scores of the predictor variables to calculate the interaction 

terms. The results of the hierarchical regression analysis are shown in Table 3. 

  As shown in the table, a distinctive overall difference can be observed. For females, only two 

factors are significant, but the adjusted R2 is .636, larger than that for males (R2=.424), where 

many factors are significant. Here, we can confirm how large the effects of these two factors are 

for females. Other factors such as opportunities outside the current firm or firm specificity of 

skills that female workers possess do not significantly increase or decrease turnover intentions, 

which maybe suggesting that females prefer employment stability more than males. This 

important point will be discussed in the following. 

  Hypothesis 1, predicting the negative effect of “current chance” on TI, is supported for males 

(β=-0.179, p<.01) but not for females (β=0.09, n.s.). The same tendencies emerge for other 

firms regardless of the nationality of parent companies. Hypothesis 2 and 3 are also supported 

for males but not for females. Specifically, if a male anticipates career opportunities in other 

Japanese or foreign firms as being hopeful, his TI tends to increase (β=0.096, p<.05 for 

“Japanese chance,” and β=0.166, p<.01for “foreign chance”). However, the effects of career 

chances in other Japanese or foreign firms are not significant for females. This seems to suggest 

that female workers are not looking for further career development opportunities as eagerly as 

male workers or, at least, their perception of career development chances inside and/or outside  
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the current employer does not significantly affect the level of TI. 

  Hypothesis 4 predicts that “firm-specific skills” is negatively related to TI. The hypothesis is 

supported for males (β=-0.159, p<.01) but not for females (β=0.107, n.s.). According to the 

t-test results on the two means, females’ perceptions of firm specificity of skills are significantly 

lower than those for males (M female = 2.270, SD female = 1.094 vs. M male = 2.624, SD 

male= 1.106), with t (581) = 3.19, p <.01). Not only “firm-specific skills” themselves do not 

affect the TI of females, but the perception of firm specificity of skills of female is quite low to 

begin with. This may imply that a female worker may not seek for career development or 

promotions so much and rather prefer job security or stability, resulting in less interest in 

accumulating “firm-specific skills” which would be most effectively used under the current 

circumstance. This result is consistent what has been widely said about HRM practice of 

Japanese firm. Lifetime employment system accompanied with employee’s firm specificity of 

skills are mainly applicable to workers at production site or male white-collar workers with 

Japanese nationality. 

  Hypothesis 5 predicts that “firm effectiveness” is negatively related to TI. The hypothesis is 

supported for both females (β=-0.333, p<.01) and males (β=-0.23, p<.01). If an employee 

perceives that the current employer is operating business effectively and will keep doing so for 
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Figure	3	Effects	of	positive	thinking	and	interaction
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next three years at least, he/she has less incentive to look for another job opportunity, as 

expected. 

  Moving to individual characteristics, Hypothesis 6 predicts that “positive thinking” is 

positively related to TI. The hypothesis is supported for both females (β=0.589, p<.01) and 

males (β=-0.297, p<.01). Specifically, the magnitude of the effect is very high for females. The 

gender comparison of “positive thinking” and TI is depicted in Figure 3. The slope of the 

regression line for females is steeper than that for males. 

  As for the second factor of individual characteristics, Hypothesis 7 predicts that “upward 

oriented” is negatively related to TI. The hypothesis is not supported for females (β=-0.062, 

n.s.). As for males, “upward oriented” is significantly positively related to TI (β=0.129, p<.01), 

which is the opposite direction to the hypothesis. “Upward oriented” tells if the employee 

wishes to be promoted in the current firm, which possibly measures or at least puts emphasis on 

upward orientation not necessarily in the current firm. Thus, if upward orientation is high, the 

employee tries to look for career opportunities, no matter where. For females, upward 

orientation itself may not constitute a critical aspect in her life. 

  Hypothesis 8, predicting the negative effect of “anxiety” on TI, is supported for males 

(β=-0.203, p<.01) but not for females (β=-0.062, n.s.). In the Japanese society, it seems to be 

common sense that a man should be economically independent and assume supporting duty for 

his family. This socially accepted idea may make a man anxious if he is unemployed even for a 

short period of time. 

  Hypothesis 9 predicts that “firm prospect” is negatively related to TI. The hypothesis is not 

supported for females (β=-0.135, n.s.) nor for males (β=0.066, n.s.).  

  To test Hypothesis 10, which predicts that “firm prospect” moderates the relationship 

between “positive thinking” and TI, we introduce the interaction terms “prosppositives”, 

standing for “firm prospect” x “positive thinking”, which turn out to be significant for both 

females (β=0.146, p<.05) and males (β=0.126, p<.01). To facilitate the interpretation of the 

interactions, as recommended by Aiken & West (1991), we plot the nature of the interactions in 

Figure 4 (a) and (b). For both males and females, it is observed that when firm’s “future 

prospects” are perceived as low, people with high “positive thinking” try to look for job 

opportunities outside the current firm. This trend is stronger for female workers, with “turnover 

intention” spreading from around 1.6 of low “positive thinking” to almost 3.5 of high “positive 

thinking”, while the corresponding figures for males are 1.8 and about 3.0, respectively. 

Moreover, it seems that the way of thinking is quite influential on women’s career development.  
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If high “firm prospect” is perceived, men do not look for a job outside regardless of the way of 

thinking. On the other hand, women with “positive thinking” seek job opportunities outside 

more than those with less “positive thinking.” We can confirm a larger moderation of the effect 

of positive thinking on TI by “firm prospect” for males than for females, since the slopes of the 

two regression lines are more diverse for the former. 

  To test Hypothesis 11, which predicts that “firm prospect” moderates the relationship 

between “upward oriented” and TI, we introduce the interaction terms “prospupward”, standing 

for “firm prospect” x “upward orientation”, which turn out to be significant for both females 

(β=-0.308, p<.01) and males (β=-0.123, p<.01). We also plot the nature of the interactions in 

Figure 5 (a) and (b). Table 3 depicts that “upward oriented” is significantly positively related 

with “turnover intention” for males, thus not supporting Hypothesis 7 that predicts a negative 

relationship instead. If the current “firm prospect” is low, “turnover intention” will be higher 

with less steep inclination than when “firm prospect” is high; this is true for both females and 

males. We can observe the differences in the degrees of inclinations between high and low 

groups in females and males. These differences suggest that the moderation effect is greater for 

females. The TI of the group with high prospect is strongly affected by the level of upward 

orientation, particularly for females. The effect of “upward oriented” on IT may offset between 

Figure	4	Moderation	of	the	effect	of	positive	thinking	by	firm	prospect
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high and low prospect groups for females, resulting in no significance of the effect of “upward 

oriented” alone (β=0.062, n.s.), as shown in Table 3. 

 

 

 

Implications for further research 
 

  We may summarize the findings of this study as follows. First, the most influential factor 

determining the level of turnover intention for females is the positive way of thinking. The level 

of influence is much higher than expected. On the other hand, other factors which are significant 

for males do not show significant effect on TI for females; this occurs, for example, with 

perceived career opportunities inside and outside the current employer, firm-specificity of skills, 

and anxiety. These factors do not increase the level of turnover intention. 

  To explain the low level of influence of most factors, Figure 2 may be helpful, as it shows the 

breakdown of workers by hierarchical position. Most female respondents are general staffs, 

whereas males’ positions are dispersed at various levels. Women may be accepting the existence 

of a “glass ceiling” in the Japanese society, which may discourage changing jobs unless much 

Figure	5	Moderation	of	the	effect	of	upward	oriented	by	firm	prospect
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better opportunities are offered. Another possible interpretation is that women may prefer 

stability rather than mobility compared to men. One of the reasons for this can be the difference 

in the economic safety net available, such as parents, spouses, etc. In the Japanese society, men 

dispose a weaker net with respect to women. 

  Taking the above discussions and implications into account, we must consider new elements 

to be included in order to clarify these points further. For example, self-evaluation and ways to 

improve skills, managerial implications regarding skill acquiring methods, personal evaluation 

system, orientation of work-life balance, and so on may be added to the future research agenda. 
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