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This study “Retention of Long-Term Foreign Residents in Japan: A Comprehensive Study of 

Key Economic and Socio-Cultural Correlates” investigates the multifaceted dynamics 

underlying the long-term settlement of foreign residents within Japan. Japan currently faces 

an unprecedented demographic crisis characterized by a rapidly aging population, a declining 

birth rate, and a shrinking workforce, which has made the nation increasingly dependent on 

foreign labor to sustain its economic vitality. While a substantial body of migration research 

has focused on the initial motivations for arrival or the preliminary stages of social 

integration, the critical issue of retention defined here as the actual realized duration of stay 

rather than mere intent remains an underexplored territory, particularly within the Asian 

context. This study addresses this gap by identifying the economic, structural, and 

socio-cultural correlates that facilitate the decision from temporary residence to long-term 

settlement, analyzing a diverse sample of 999 foreign residents to understand the factors that 

retain individuals for a decade or longer. 

 

Japan presents a compelling case for migration studies due to its historical self-perception as 

a “no immigration policy” country that has recently been forced into a pragmatically “open” 

stance. Despite a reputation for strict border controls, demographic shifts have necessitated 

programs such as the Technical Intern Training Program and the Specified Skilled Worker 

visa to fill labor gaps. However, these policies often create a dichotomy where migrants are 

attracted to fill immediate needs but face significant structural barriers to long-term 

integration. This research distinguishes between mobility, which implies fluid, agency-driven 

movement, and migration, which involves navigating the legal and structural constraints of a 

host nation. The study argues that retention is not merely an extension of integration but a 

continuous, dynamic negotiation of identity, stability, and belonging influenced by lived 

experiences over decades. 

 

The theoretical framework of this study is based on four major theories that offer 

often-conflicting predictions about why people stay in a foreign land. The Neoclassical 

Economic Theory focuses on economic benefits, suggesting that migrants are rational actors 



who remain in a host country as long as financial returns and career progression maximize 

their lifetime utility. In contrast, the New Economics of Labor Migration views migration as a 

household strategy where individuals may act as “target earners” who return home once 

specific financial goals are achieved, potentially viewing higher income as a reason for an 

earlier departure. The socio-cultural dimensions are explored through Social Capital Theory, 

which distinguishes between bonding capital strong ties within co-ethnic groups and bridging 

capital ties with the host society. Finally, the Integration Paradox Theory provides a 

counterintuitive insight, suggesting that structurally integrated migrants with long-term stay, 

high language proficiency and economic success often report more discrimination because 

their deep involvement in society makes them more aware of subtle social exclusions. 

 

A significant methodological gap in existing literature is the reliance on “intentions to stay,” 

which are often static and subjective. This study instead utilizes realized duration of stay as 

the dependent variable, providing a quantifiable measure of actual retention. The data is 

drawn from the 2022 Survey on Foreign Residents, obtained via the Social Science Japan 

Data Archive at the University of Tokyo. This comprehensive dataset includes 999 valid 

responses from individuals representing diverse nationalities, professions, and visa statuses 

across Japan. The analysis employs multinomial logistic regression, which is uniquely suited 

for comparing unordered categorical outcomes. The dependent variable is segmented into 

three groups: short-term stayers (0 to 3 years), medium-term stayers (4 to 9 years, used as the 

baseline), and long-term stayers (10 to 40 or more years). To systematically isolate the 

influence of different factors, the study runs three successive models: an economic model, a 

socio-cultural model, and a final combined model. 

 

The analysis confirms that retention in Japan is a complex process beginning with structural 

security and ending with social resilience. The results strongly validate the first hypothesis, 

confirming that holding a secure residence status, such as permanent residency, is the single 

most powerful predictor of long-term retention. Without this legal anchor, the structural risk 

of non-renewal discourages the long-term life investments necessary for permanent 

settlement. Economically, the study provides a definitive resolution to the neoclassical versus 

target-earner debate for those who stay long-term. Average monthly income showed a 

significant positive correlation with long-term stay, supporting the Neoclassical Theory. For 

those who reach the ten-year mark, high earnings act as a retainer rather than a signal to 



return home. On the other hand, a high number of problems in a current job, such as long 

hours or low wages, acts as a powerful deterrent that diminishes the utility of staying. 

 

Linguistic competence emerged as an existential requirement for long-term survival in Japan. 

The analysis revealed a massive negative correlation between language difficulties and stay 

duration, meaning that the long-term resident profile is defined by those who have 

successfully navigated the Japanese language barrier. Those who continue to face high 

numbers of linguistic difficulties are statistically filtered out before reaching the long-term 

threshold, as lack of proficiency limits career advancement and social mobility. Furthermore, 

the findings on social networks challenged traditional assumptions. While it was 

hypothesized that long-term stayers would rely more on bridging capital and less on bonding 

capital, the data showed that long-term residents actually rely more on advice from 

home-country friends and family than the medium-term baseline. These bonding ties provide 

a vital emotional support system and cultural familiarity that help migrants endure the 

stresses of a foreign land. Meanwhile, membership in formal local residents’ associations was 

not a significant factor in the final combined model, with most residents reporting only 

superficial interactions. 

 

One of the most striking findings of the research is the confirmation of the Integration 

Paradox. Long-term residents despite their legal security, higher income, and better language 

skills reported a higher number of discriminatory experiences than those in the medium-term 

group. As migrants become more integrated and their Japanese language skills improve, they 

become more cognitively aware of subtle biases and systemic prejudices that a new arrival 

might ignore. This suggests that integration is not a linear path but a process that brings 

increased exposure to social exclusion and “interior frontiers”. Based on these integrated 

results, the study identifies three distinct migrant profiles. Short-term residents are defined by 

structural and economic instability, with their stay governed by external constraints rather 

than personal choice. Medium-term residents represent the pivotal stage, standing at a 

crossroads where their future depends on securing permanent status and overcoming the 

linguistic barrier. Long-term residents have maximized their structural and financial utility 

but maintain their stay by relying on close-knit home-country networks to cope with a 

heightened awareness of social discrimination. 

 



The study concludes that long-term retention in Japan is not the result of a single factor but 

an interrelated system of structural stability, economic success, and social resilience. To 

effectively retain the foreign workers it needs, Japan must move beyond merely attracting 

labor to supporting long-term settlement. Policy implications include the need to simplify 

pathways to permanent residency, improve workplace conditions to reduce chronic 

dissatisfaction, and recognize that language support is critical for long-term viability. 

Furthermore, local institutions must evolve beyond “multicultural coexistence” to foster 

genuine inclusion that addresses the psychological toll of the Integration Paradox. While the 

study is limited by its cross-sectional nature, it provides a foundational empirical framework 

for future longitudinal research that can track individual trajectories over time. Ultimately, the 

study demonstrates that creating a durable multicultural society in Japan requires 

acknowledging the complex, non-linear realities of the people who stay in Japan for the long 

term. 


