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Figure 2.1: A Model of Locational Decision-Making Processes (part 1) 
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A Model of Locational Decision-Making Processes (part 2) 

compiled by the author.  
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other parts of Japan or to China) for a limited amount of time,249 others went back 
for good. The way agents reacted to the same trigger ranged from rushed decisions 
based on mental models of the evolving situation (Type B decisions) to analytic 
decision-making (Type A decisions). The following subchapters will explain 
possible reasons for these differences.  
 
 
5.1.1.3 Impact of Different Types of Events on Decision-Making 

Processes 
 
Different types of events lead to different decision-making processes, in which 
return migration is included as an option to solve problems or achieve goals, in 
short, to lead to a “better” life. This section presents events that agents expected 
to or that actually did lead to movement.250 Anticipated events, such as the end of 
a set time frame or child birth, provide the agent with sufficient time to assess his 
situation, identify new goals or problems, evaluate options, and plan a behavior. 
If the event is unexpected, depending on whether the agent perceives time pressure 
to act, sequence, speed and content of phases are likely to differ. In the case of 
crises that create time pressure, because the agent feels that his health or livelihood 
are in danger, he will skip the phase of a thorough situation assessment and instead 
form a mental image of his current state and the impact of the problem on it. He 
will simulate the evolving situation and consider only few options to improve his 
situation without thoroughly screening their impact on his primary goals in the 
long term. After carrying out the option, he enters a feedback loop without as much 
time pressure, in which he is able to carry out a situation assessment and may 
decide to act correctively. An unexpected event, such as unemployment or sudden 
illness of a family member, may trigger decision-making processes that evolve 
similar to the former or latter cycle described; an agent may, for example, relocate 
quickly to take care of a sick parent and in the feedback loop assess his situation 
and potentially “correct” his behavior, but he may also see the unexpected event 
as a trigger to assess his situation more generally if he does not perceive the need 
to act quickly. The type of trigger therefore directly impacts the subsequent phases 
in the stage of situation analysis: if the trigger creates time pressure, an agent forms 
a mental image of the evolving situation and shortens the subsequent stages, if 
there is no time pressure, an agent rapidly assesses his current situation and, 
depending on the outcome, either identifies underlying problems or sets new goals. 

                                                           
249 Due to the definition of return migrants as agents who spend one year in their “own country” (United 
Nations Statistics Division 1998: 95), brief relocations are not considered return migration.  
250 Due to the methodology of this study, in which interviews focused on concrete decision-making 
processes only of return migration, not all events that trigger a decision-making process in which return 
migration forms a part of potential options are depicted; instead, this section focuses on those events 
that actually did lead to movement or on expected events thought to mark the point of departure.  
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5.1.2 Situation Analysis 
 
Triggered by different types of events, in the stage of situation analysis an agent 
enters either the phase of situation assessment or forms a mental image of the 
evolving situation and its impact on him. In the phase of situation assessment, an 
agent checks whether he has achieved his goals in various areas of life and whether 
he is satisfied with the different spheres of career, family and lifestyle preferences, 
but also includes a forward looking perspective and assesses whether he will keep 
being (dis)satisfied if he continues his behavior. He then moves on to the definition 
of the underlying problem or of new goals. This section presents the factors 
participants consider in these phases. After zooming in on that process, Subsection 
5.1.2.3 focuses on an agent’s mental image of his current state as it results from 
unexpected events after which directly follows the stage of evaluation of options, 
presented in Section 5.2. 
 
 
5.1.2.1 Situation Assessment 
 
Triggered by an event, an agent enters a phase of situation assessment. Depending 
on the event and perceived time pressure, agents will vary in the degree of 
thoroughness in the situation assessment. This applies both to the number of 
spheres included in their situation assessment (career, family, lifestyle 
preferences), but also how deeply agents look at each sphere. Sudden 
unemployment, for example, may lead to a situation assessment only in the career 
sphere, while expected events may lead to a situation assessment of all spheres of 
life. Situation assessment or awareness is used by NDM scholars to refer to an 
agent’s knowledge or representation of a problem or situation.251 In the context of 
this study, however, situation assessment refers to an agent’s general 
understanding of his situation, assessing his level of satisfaction in various spheres 
of life.252 In the interviews, participants reflect on initial and return migration 
decisions. Their situation assessment, when an expected event draws near or has 
happened, often focuses on whether they have reached goals they had set for that 
time frame or are prepared for the change in their lives/lifestyles after the event 
creates new circumstances (child birth). Especially at the end of a set time frame, 
a migrant will look at the initial goals of his migration, whether he has achieved 
them, and even simulate how his intended subsequent behavior in accordance to 
his initial intention will affect his life goals (which will have shifted since the 

                                                           
251 As NDM originally developed in a (military) crisis context and is usually applied to expert decision 
making under severe time pressure (e.g. fire fighters, Klein 1993), decision-makers’ understanding of 
a situation is crucial to choosing the right behavior to alleviate a critical situation.  
252 A focus on satisfaction, particularly in the spheres of work and family, has been found to strongly 
affect return intention probabilities (Iredale, Guo and Rozario 2003: 5; Mak 1997; Waldorf 1995).  
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initial movement). The focus of whether the agent has reached goals and is 
satisfied with life in Japan underlies his situation assessment. If the trigger is an 
event as opposed to the end of a set time frame for migration, situation assessment 
must not necessarily carry with it the connotation of assessing satisfaction 
connected to his location, but the question of where best to solve problems or 
achieve goals may happen in later phases.253 Not all spheres of life must be part of 
an agent’s situation assessment; depending on the trigger, he may only look at his 
level of satisfaction and understanding of his situation in that sphere (working life 
after a promotion or after the end of a set time frame during which he wanted to 
gain working experience in Japan). However, as over time and with life phases 
priorities shift and other areas of life such as family gain in importance with life 
phase transitions, these spheres may form part of situation assessment. Locational 
decisions are based on different and continually changing individually defined sets 
of priorities. This section focuses not on the timing, but on the contents of 
assessments, which migrants undertake.  

Aspects that influence the outcome of situation assessment include whether 
the migrant chose moving and Japan as a destination voluntarily, his larger life 
plan and (the existence/absence and content of) specific goals for the stay in 
Japan.254 At the time of the interview in Japan, agents were in the midst of a 
feedback loop of their initial migration decision, so whether the choice of Japan 
as a destination was a compromise or agents’ first choice may influence attitudes 
towards living in Japan and what constitutes acceptable goal achievement.255 
Goals for interviewees’ stays in Japan and general life goals range from a variety 
of goals in the spheres of career, family and lifestyle preferences.256 The following 
sections zoom in on situation assessment in those empirically identified spheres.  

                                                           
253 This is true if the problem is framed as the result of living in Japan or if, in the evaluation of options, 
circumstances to achieve a goal are more favorable in China. 
254 For participants who have not set clear goals for the stay in Japan, at the end of a certain time frame 
(either for the stay in Japan or any other, potentially socially constructed point in time), this can lead 
either to frustration as unspecified goals have not been reached or to a deviation from the proposed 
model as participants are not able to judge their “success” of living abroad. This relates to Huber’s 
(1986) statement that “the distinction between problems with a well-defined and an ill-defined goal 
state” are relevant for decision-making. If criteria, for example for “gaining working experience,” are 
not set from the beginning, the goal must be considered ill-defined.  
255 Of 112 interviews included in this study, 82 chose Japan as the destination of their migration freely, 
12 chose Japan for family, 7 for work and 11 for immigration policy reasons. Of the 11 that went to 
Japan and not another country for immigration policy reasons, 6 have by now returned to China and 5 
stayed (one for five years, but the others for more than 10 years). Only one participant actually did go 
to the country to which he originally wanted to migrate after spending time in Japan, but returned to 
China after all.  
256 The fact that career factors rank so high in the sample has to do with sampling bias. However, if an 
event endangers the more basic needs of migrants, such as safety (after 3/11) or other forms of physical 
well-being (after job loss), the sense of urgency leads to faster and less thorough decision-making 
processes. Agents may have difficulties meeting competing goals from different spheres, complicating 
problem definition and option evaluation.  
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Career 
 

Career considerations were the overwhelming reason for leaving China for 
participants; about two thirds entered Japan with the plan (or are open to the 
option) of gaining working experience. The vast majority sees the move to Japan 
as an investment in human capital, as the experience of studying and/or working 
in Japan will improve their chances on the Chinese job market upon return. In 
order to improve their career chances, most migrants therefore accept separation 
from their families and friends; most initially dislike living in Japan, therefore 
compromising in realms of family and lifestyle preferences in order to achieve 
career goals.257 Different triggers, either the end of a set time frame (that is usually 
measured by career achievement such as being awarded a degree, getting a 
promotion) or events related to the agent’s working or family life but also external 
events can lead to the situation assessment in the career sphere. Migrants will look 
at whether they have achieved their set goals or whether their occupational 
circumstances are compatible with changing priorities, for example, during life 
phase transitions.  

Career goals differ individually and include getting into and graduating from 
prestigious universities, high salaries, working in a team of co-workers with whom 
the agent gets along well, relaxed working environments, flexibility of working 
hours, upward mobility258 or working in a management/leading position, working 
for the market leader or founding an own company, being acknowledged in one’s 
working life,259 being able to apply all of one’s skills etc. Depending on the point 
in the career- and family-related life course, these goals differ in importance and 
specificity. While students may be willing to compromise in their salaries or 
                                                           
257 They see temporary suffering not only as an investment but also as a rite of passage for a better 
future. To them, being in Japan is an anomalous situation especially in the early phases of migration.  
258 The importance of upward mobility and the perception that this is hard for foreigners is exemplified 
by the following quote of a male worker in the finance industry, who returned to China after 12 years 
in Japan: “If you are in Japan, no matter how hard you try, there is a limit, you can only proceed to a 
certain point. I thought I would be happier returning, and I wanted a new challenge. I took a vacation 
and went to China to find a job and got introduced to this company. I worked for Japanese banks, so 
the salary is good. I thought I would move up through moving to China within the company, but it 
turns out it is still as slow. I now work as a consultant” (interview No. 101). 
259 Many participants cited a lack of acknowledgment for their hard work and various skills in Japanese 
companies. One example is a male worker from the finance industry who cited discrimination as one 
of the reasons why he wanted to return to China.  
Q: “What kind of discrimination are you referring to?” 
A: “It is hard to say [bimyō desu ne]. Really, […] as a Chinese, you are not trusted [shinrai]. That is 
certain… for Chinese, who work in Japan, we all feel like that, I think. We are not trusted. We do work 
as we are told. For Chinese, the thinking and the way of doing it… [compared to] Japanese companies, 
it is different. […] as I said, the Japanese… they cannot confide in me. For western countries, I don’t 
know, but.. certainly, more than […] Japan, they should be a little more open. […] What is always said 
about Japan, it is not about the result, it is about the process. In Japan, the top [management], somehow, 
they are all Japanese, towards foreigners, they don’t really hire them, I think that is a strong 
phenomenon” (interview No. 83). 
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working environment when starting out on the labor market, with more experience 
and knowledge of others’ salaries and working conditions, expectations may rise 
and the willingness to compromise diminish.260 
 Triggered by the end of a set time frame or an event, an agent assesses his 
current situation in the career, but also the spheres of family and lifestyle 
preferences. He compares his current situation to the goals enumerated above. If 
he is dissatisfied, he moves on to the next phase of problem definition. If he has 
reached his initial goal, he moves on to the next phase of defining new goals.261  
 
Family 
 

Various events can lead to a situation assessment in the family sphere. At the end 
of a set time frame for migration that usually serves the purpose to increase career 
chances, agents may look at their levels of satisfaction with their family lives. This 
or an event from the career sphere, such as a promotion, may incline the agent to 
assess whether he is placing enough importance on and investing enough time in 
his family life. An event from family life such as child birth may incline him to 
assess whether he has created good enough circumstances to fulfill the role as a 
subjectively “good” parent. Contents of situation assessment are therefore levels 
of satisfaction with the fulfillment of his responsibilities towards his family 
members and his relationship with them as well as his subjective degree of 
happiness in the relationship with parents, spouse and children.  

Chinese culture places much emphasis on the norm of filial piety, therefore, 
especially in the case of single children, parents’ opinions and care needs and other 

                                                           
260 A female worker from the finance industry, who has been in Japan for 12 years (she came to Japan 
because of her parents who still reside in Japan), alludes to how goals shift in the life course: “In my 
life now, work is very important. In my life, there is nothing bothering me, but… […] I think, if I didn’t 
work, or had been in a different company, I wouldn’t be as happy in my life as I am now. […] I think, 
I am trying hard, I need to try hard at work, yes. So… in my life now, what is important is work. Yes. 
If you have a job, you can live on your own. Yes.”  
Q: “You also said you wanted a family?”  
A: “I do, and I want to get married, but I need money first. Yes. Having my own family and keeping 
working, I want to live here, until I retire. And with the money I will have a small house in Okinawa 
and go back and forth between China and Japan” (interview No. 28). 
Another quote of a female business student in a similar situation (entered Japan because of her parents 
who still reside there, length of stay is 13 years) echoes this: “My life now, my goal is… well… in the 
future, my life… I want to be able to live. I want to grow. I want to have skills, I want to use them, that 
is my goal, I think. In my future… if I am married, then for my family, I want them all to be happy, as 
I am an only child, in the future, I will have to take care of my parents. I need to work for that. Probably 
that is the thinking of us Chinese. Like that. So what is my goal in life? Now it is finding a job, I want 
to be able to find a job, that is what I am fighting for. To be able to grow” (interview No. 20). 
261 The new goal is not necessarily from the same sphere, for example, if a migrant had set the goal of 
reaching a certain position in the company hierarchy before forming a family. In this case, the next 
larger career goal is likely to be set for the time at which a child enters school. Due to still largely 
separated spheres of tasks in the household by gender, women are more likely to compromise in the 
career realm, if only for a limited time.  
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factors that lead to the self-ascription of being a “good child” are often important 
to the migrant. If the agent is in a relationship, he will assess his degree of 
happiness in the relationship and whether he is meeting his standards of “being a 
good spouse,” including exo-factors such as the partner’s satisfaction in the 
spheres of career, family or lifestyle preferences.262 Both in the relationship with 
the spouse and children, he will assess whether he is spending enough time with 
them, providing for his family, and meeting their needs as well as possible (by 
providing good education, for example). In this sphere, situation assessment is 
very subjective, yet still influenced by social norms, therefore agents also assess 
whether their family life is as it should be.263 Goals in the family sphere are in an 
almost classic conflict with career goals, complicating the stage of option 
evaluation (Section 5.2) when agents try to combine goals from and increase levels 
of satisfaction in several spheres.264 If an agent’s assessment of his family situation 
is negative, he will define what exactly the root of dissatisfaction is. If it is positive, 
he will move on to the phase of defining new goals. 

 
 
 

                                                           
262 Exo-factors refer to the influence of environments external to the agent through his immediate 
network contracts, such as the spouse (Voydanoff 2008: 38). The impact of this type of factors is 
exemplified by the case of the only couple that was interviewed for this study. They negotiated a time 
frame for living in Japan. She entered the PhD program of a top tier university and he came to Japan 
once he found a job that did not require Japanese language skills. He feels unhappy with his job as he 
cannot use all of his skills there, but could not find a better job without the sufficient cultural and 
language skills. This puts him at risk of deskilling and worsened career chances even upon return. Once 
she gets her degree, they are planning on returning to China. For her, therefore, his negative attitude 
towards living in Japan any longer than necessary shapes her situation assessment and, in the next 
steps, the options available to her without jeopardizing her relationship.  
Similar situations exist for migrants who negotiated a limited time frame abroad with the spouse they 
left behind or parents dependent on the agent.  
263 One classic point in time at which agents assess whether they are “on track” is their 30th birthday; 
migrants themselves or their networks contacts use this point in time to inquire whether the migrant is 
intending to marry or have children. 
264 A female student’s quote, who is enrolled in social science major and was recruited at a job hunting 
event, shows how torn migrants can be between their goals of being good family members and 
successful workers:  
Q: “How long to you want to live in Japan?” 
A: “… how to say… I have lived here for 2.5 years, so maybe another 1.5 years? But every year, things 
are changing, I change. When I first came, I didn’t know anything, I had no job, but now I have many 
friends, and through my own strength I built this life, so... If I stay longer, I can have an even better 
life. But… for example, in terms of marriage and work, and family, if I think about it, I don’t know 
how to go on. That is life. Heaven will decide. […]” 
Q: “What is important to you?” 
A: “… what is it… I don’t know that, that is why… maybe if… my family, my boyfriend… they tell 
me to return, live with my family, get married to my boyfriend, that I can be happy with, but at that 
time, myself… if I keep trying hard in Tokyo, I can get into a good company, get good pay, get 
positions, I don’t know what to look at. It is a life decision, it is hard“ (interview No. 14). 
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Lifestyle Preferences 
 

It is especially at the end of a set time frame of migration that agents assess their 
satisfaction in the sphere of lifestyle preferences.265 As migration is a tool to 
achieve goals (usually in this sample career goals, but agents have chosen Japan 
as a destination for specific reason), agents will look at whether they are living 
according to their lifestyle preferences. Especially when the intended point of 
return draws near, an agent looks at the degree to which he enjoys his life in Japan. 
If the event that triggers the phase of situation assessment does not imply 
relocation, participants look at the following areas of life: feelings of integration 
into social networks, level of self-determination and political convictions. Other 
goals from this sphere that agents enumerated were rather fuzzy, such as leading 
happy, international or independent lives, evolving personally, giving back to the 
community, and self-actualization.266 Another factor was being able to live freely, 
although definitions of freedom diverged.267 The assessment in this sphere is often 
negative, especially in the early phases of migration; migrants compromise in the 
sphere of lifestyle preferences in order to achieve larger life goals in the spheres 
of family and career; however, with life phase transitions, satisfaction in the sphere 
of lifestyle preferences may gain in importance. 
 
 
5.1.2.2 Problem Definition and Framing/Defining New Goals 
 
In regular decision-making processes (Type A as opposed to Type B decisions268), 
an agent enters either the phase of problem definition and framing or the phase of 
defining new goals after completing his situation assessment. This second phase 
of the decision-making process is directly influenced by the previous one in that 
the decision-making process splits: if situation assessment was positive, an agent 
will go on to set new goals (even if it is just to keep the status quo), but if he is 
dissatisfied with areas of his life, he will move on to identify one or more 

                                                           
265 Other events that may lead to a situation assessment in the field of lifestyle preferences may be 
career- or family-related events, as those may inhibit levels of self-determination or, on the contrary, 
open up opportunities to invest in hobbies. 
266 A female student in a social science major who had gained working experience in China before 
coming to Japan for her master’s degree explains: “I am a very idealist[ic] person. My dream is to… I 
want to be […] successful [in my career] and pursue a career which is not only [about] making profit 
and [improving] my life but also [about contributing] to the country a little bit. And I want to have a 
balanced life, have a balance, be responsible to my parents, to my future family and at peace with 
myself with the world” (interview No. 3). 
267 The definitions of freedom varied greatly (see Section 5.2.2.2); some felt unfree in Japan due to 
strict social rules, others in China due to a different kind of social control.  
268 An agent skips the phase of problem definition and framing or of setting new goals if he perceives 
an unexpected event to create time pressure to act; in that case, he seeks solutions to a problem based 
on his mental image (Burns 2005: 17), an evolving representation of the problem’s impact on his life.  
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problems, to which he will seek solutions in the subsequent phases. It is likely that 
the problem identified lies in the same sphere on which the situation assessment 
focused, but many problems an agent seeks to solve affect various areas of life.269 
The way an agent frames a problem influences which options he considers to solve 
it: in the case of return migration, the problem needs to be framed as connected to 
living in Japan. If a migrant is satisfied with his situation assessment, he will set 
new goals. New goals are also likely to be set in the field in which the initial goal 
was met (for example, new career goals), but depending on the life phase, having 
reached a goal in another sphere may be the trigger to actively pursue goals from 
other areas of life.270 This section zooms in on problem definition and framing, 
followed by the alternative phase of defining new goals. 
 
 

Problem Definition and Framing 
 

If situation assessment was negative, in this second phase of the decision-making 
process an agent further investigates and precisely defines the problem(s) 
underlying his dissatisfaction. He needs to reduce the complexity of the interplay 
of various factors that shape his situation in order to identify the root of his 
dissatisfaction; however, depending on the time frame and the perception of his 
situation, an agent will possibly only identify symptoms of the underlying 
problems and seek to solve these symptoms. Imprecise problem definition may be 
the result of insufficient or overabundant information and the failure to sort it 
through thoroughly to identify the underlying problem(s) (March 1994: 10).271 In 
the next conceptual step, an agent frames the problem; although problem definition 
and framing happen at the same time, the framing of a problem influences the 
solutions an agent considers in the next stage of option evaluation. For this reason, 
framing is treated separately in the context of this study. Depending on the agent’s 
perception of his ability and the necessity to solve the problem, he will either form 
the intention to change his situation, thereby entering the next stage of option 
evaluation, or he will abort the decision-making process.  
 
 

                                                           
269 One example is if unhappiness with an agent’s working situation spills over into his private life, 
while changes in his family life (such as child birth) may affect his goals and demands for his working 
environment (work–family negative spill-over, see Shimada et al. 2010: 335–336; Suzuki 2007: 14).  
270 One example is that only after reaching a certain point in the career, a migrant considers having 
children, following a general pattern of highly skilled women who tend to have children later in life 
(Adda, Dustman and Stevens 2011). 
271 Strategies to reduce complexity or to deal with information constraints include ignoring parts of a 
problem, categorizing beliefs or stereotyping, using experience to fill in gaps in information or inferring 
intent on observed behavior (March 1994: 11). 
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 The starting point of problem definition is dissatisfaction with one or more 
areas of an agent’s life. Problems are probably ill-structured and multi-faceted, as 
has been pointed out by NDM scholars.272 This section first looks at the process 
of problem definition and then zooms in on the contents of identified problems. 
Problem definition is prone to error, as agents may not conduct problem definition 
thoroughly enough or err in the identification of the root of the underlying problem 
leading to dissatisfaction.273 This, in addition to the framing of the problem, has 
strong implications for the stage of option evaluation; if options to solve the 
identified problem only superficially address the issues of an agent, he is likely to 
remain dissatisfied.274  

Agents arrive at the “central” problem(s) underlying their negative situation 
assessment with various strategies and within different time frames. March (1994: 
12–15) identified the following simplification processes for information 
processing and problem solving: editing, decomposition, heuristics and framing. 
Editing refers to a process of collecting a small number of cues surrounding a 
problem and combining them to identify the underlying problem. 275 
Decomposition means that complex problems are reduced to smaller-size 
problems that are easier to solve (see also Huber 1982: 113). The logic behind this 
is that the solution to a number of smaller-size problems will lead to an 
improvement of the complex larger-size problem. Heuristics denotes a strategy in 
which the decision maker matches solutions to familiar situations, often observed 
in expert decision-making (Lipshitz et al. 2001: 334–335). March’s (1994: 14) 
definition of framing is that problems are approached with a particular angle, such 
as minimizing the damage to one’s earnings if one is discontent with one’s 
working situation or seeking a new challenge. In the sections below, “framing” is 
understood differently; it refers to an agent’s contextualization of a previously 
defined problem.276 A number of strategies to reduce the complexity of problems 

                                                           
272 In fact, whether it is in the lab with fictitious problems and or in their daily lives, agents only 
understand parts of the problem and subjectively structure and represent a problem (Huber 1982: 82).  
273  As March (1994: 11) points out, decision-makers tend to simplify problems, fill in missing 
information based on convictions (see also Huber 1982: 82), and overlook information crucial to the 
problem because they only see what they expect to see, to name but a few potential sources of error. 
274 In the context of highly skilled migration, this could mean that although problems are not related to 
living in Japan and could be solved with small changes of behavior on the part of the agent, a failure 
to correctly identify the underlying issue and alter behavior accordingly leads to larger levels of 
frustration and agents considering bigger changes in their lives, such as relocation (or divorce, job 
switches etc. in other contexts). 
275 This is especially likely to happen if an agent is short on time or has a fixed idea of a general 
situation; when confronted with cues, he immediately sees this image confirmed. With this strategy, 
cues disconfirming an agent’s expectations or pre-set images are ignored. 
276 One example for the possibility that the same problem can be framed in multiple ways is sudden 
unemployment. Although “losing one’s job” affects all areas of life in that income decreases affect 
family and leisure time activities, and timely resources are freed to spend on family or hobbies, an 
agent is more likely to frame unemployment as a problem in the career sphere. Other options are to 
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could be observed in the sample and are briefly touched upon, but as the focus of 
this study is on explaining return migration decisions, this chapter analyzes 
contents of problem definition as opposed to the process.277  

The following paragraphs present problems identified by migrants structured 
by the reasons agents deemed crucial for their return considerations: career, family 
and lifestyle preferences. As previously pointed out, the type of event that triggers 
a phase of situation assessment is crucial for processes and contents of problem 
definition. The end of a set time frame for life in Japan is likely to lead to a 
situation assessment in all areas of life and a review of whether agents reached 
their goals; in this phase of problem definition, they analyze the reasons why they 
failed to achieve them or why they remain dissatisfied. In this context, agents are 
likely to look at factors that lead to dissatisfaction in Japan. Other events, in 
contrast, such as being passed over for a promotion, must not necessarily lead to 
the agent seeing the underlying problem as connected to Japan. Agents identified 
many problems that bothered them in their daily lives; however, not all were or 
could be solved by moving.  

 

 
Table 5.7: Reasons for Settlement or Return, SRQ278 

 decided to stay 
in Japan 

living in Japan, 
considering migration 

returned to 
China 

total 

family 4 15 10 29 
career 1 18 21 40 
family & career 3 13 10 26 
lifestyle 
preferences 

2 11 - 13 

3/11 - 1 2 3 
no answer - 1 - 1 
total 10 59 43 112 

compiled by the author. 
 

                                                           
rely on the spouse’s income, take time off to fulfill life dreams in the lifestyle preferences realm etc. 
However, agents in the sample are more likely to look for other career opportunities in Japan or China. 
277 Only little information was sought in the interviews about how agents processed information to 
arrive at problem definition. Although this process is prone to error, what is decisive in explaining the 
outcome is the perception of problems and of suitable solutions to these problems. Due to issues of 
interview design, therefore, processes of problem definition cannot be directly derived; in semi-
structured interviews, agents reflected on their decision-making processes. Usually, think-aloud 
protocols are used to reconstruct problem-solving strategies. Due to the nature of return migration 
decisions which are complex and time-consuming, this study relies on agents’ depictions and memories 
of decision-making processes and contents and their ex post facto evaluation of their decisions (see 
Section 3.6).  
278 The category of “family” includes all factors related to spouse, parents and children, “career” refers 
to agents’ perceptions of the quality of their careers in Japan and China, “lifestyle preferences” 
comprise the wish for adventure or an independent life and preferences for life in Japan or China.  
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Table 5.7 presents the reason that agents deemed crucial in their locational 
decisions. Career was by far the most cited reason and is therefore presented first. 
As most migrants went to Japan to increase career chances, it is likely that they 
assess levels of goal achievement in that sphere at the end of a set time frame. 
Goals to achieve in the career sphere within the set time frame of living in Japan 
include acceptance into and a degree from prestigious universities, high salaries, 
reaching a certain stage in the company hierarchy or a set time frame of working 
experience in a specific company such as the market leader. Migration is a tool to 
reach these goals and to prepare the agent for a successful career.279 In the absence 
of a set time frame or if the trigger is a different event, an agent will assess his 
general level of satisfaction with his career. Criteria for a “good” working life 
included challenging contents, the ability to use several or all of one’s skills as 
well as to develop new skills, high salaries, upward mobility, a good atmosphere 
among co-workers and work–life balance etc. 280  In the phase of problem 
definition, agents more closely define the specific problem underlying their 
dissatisfaction. In the next phase of problem framing, they look at the exterior 
circumstances causing the problem.  

The problems most often cited from the career sphere as influential in 
relocation decisions (as opposed to general problems in the career sphere)281 are 
dislike of Japanese working styles (n=32), no/little upward occupational mobility 
(n=31), 282  bad career chances for women (n=6) and the inability to find 
employment or get a licensed for one’s profession (n=6). 283  Agents could 
enumerate a number of issues (multiple response question, MRQ). In explaining 
why they were dissatisfied with the career sphere in Japan and how this influenced 
their locational decisions, more than 25% of the sample (a third when excluding 

                                                           
279 Agents may find that although they had reached the initial instrumental goal of migration (a degree, 
for example), a reassessment of their current situation leads to the perception that the first (and 
originally only) step is not enough to reach the larger goal of a “good” career in China. Agents therefore 
may prolong their stay in Japan to gain working experience. One female engineering student, who had 
spent 6 years in Japan at the time of the interview, explains: “Not only studying abroad, but also 
working experience in Japan, if you have that, it will be beneficial. Just being here won’t do much 
good” (interview No. 16). 
280 Participants most often mentioned being able to utilize all skills (35 codes in MaxQDA), followed 
by challenging work contents (32). Codes for the rest of the enumerated factors were given on average 
12 times for answers to the question of what was important to participants in their working lives. 
281 Other roots of dissatisfaction that bothered participants, but that they did not consider crucial for 
relocation decisions, included complaints about low basic salaries, lack of work–life balance and too 
much routine in tasks and procedures.  
282 This includes the codes “lack of upward mobility in Japan,” “career speed in Japan too slow” and 
“bad chances for foreigners in the Japanese economy.” Another five participants not included in this 
category cited general dissatisfaction with their job as reasons to consider return. That reason belongs 
to a different category because it is not framed as connected to Japan but to a specific work place. 
283 For these participants, the lack of employment was the reason to return. One participant could not 
get a license to practice medicine in Japan after studying, and therefore returned. One other that is not 
included here, lost his job and returned. 
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those who decided to stay in Japan) stated that they disliked the way Japanese 
work. This refers to strict hierarchies, a serious and busy [majime] atmosphere at 
the work place and a lot of overtime,284 but also the feeling that career speed was 
slow or upward mobility limited especially for foreigners,285 even more so for 
foreign women. Some expressed that they could not use their skills when they 
worked in Japan, a factor that has been identified by Luo (2003: 300) as crucial in 
return decisions.286 Both men and women echoed the evaluation that women had 
trouble building successful careers in Japan.287 However, this understanding of 

                                                           
284 A male employee in his thirties of a Japanese company in the finance industry, who returned to 
China after 11 years in Japan in 2009 but remained in the same company as in Japan, explains as an 
answer to the question whether he wanted to return: “Yes, I wanted to go back, my parents are here, it 
is close to [place where parents live, 700 km away from Beijing], at least closer than Japan, also the 
food, and the work [is closer to my preferences], I had worked in Japan for five years, I hadn’t worked 
in a Chinese company, and my image of working in a company in China was different, I think working 
in China is more fun [raku]. In Japan the hierarchies are a lot stricter, for foreigners… well… I get 
tired. In China people make more jokes, it’s easier to talk to people” (interview No. 104). 
285 Luo (2003: 300) specifically refers to “respect and responsibility” as factors influential in return 
migration decisions, as highly skilled look for challenging contents and want to be valued for their 
work. A male employee of a Japanese company in the finance industry, who switched jobs within the 
same company after having lived in Japan for 13 years, explains his experience in Japan as follows: “[I 
had been offered a job in Shanghai by my Japanese company and it was] for the job I returned, and I 
had also wanted to return. Working in Japan […] How to say… it is boring, working in Japan. To put 
it directly. You feel blocked, almost imprisoned, and [in the subsidiary in] China as well, the good 
thing about [working in] Japan is that people stick to the rules, have manners, they work that way, and 
the way to deal with each other… they stick to rules and manners, work like that, but Chinese only 
stick to the rules sporadically. As I am Chinese, when I returned, when there is discrimination, I don’t 
really feel it, but when I was in Japan, somehow I did feel like there was something, and I couldn’t 
move up as much in society“ (interview No. 83). 
286 Luo (1999, cited in Luo 2003: 300) found in a survey on skilled return migrants to Shanghai that 
their primary motivation was to “give full play to their professional knowledge and skills.” 
287 A female entrepreneur, who had worked in a Japanese company before starting her own and who 
had lived in Japan for 17 years at the time of the interview, explains “No, I was with an electric 
company, but they don’t promote foreigners or women. I used to be with [a Japanese company], but 
they don’t promote us, it has to do with education. It is a traditional old company, so maybe I was just 
unlucky, but…” (interview No. 74). 
Another male participant who volunteered to work for his Japanese employer in China but left his 
family in Japan (a pattern also observed by Iredale, Guo and Rozario (2003: 20) and Yang (2013: 132)), 
explains: “My child lives in Japan, he was born there, but… usually […] the kindergarten works until 
7 [p.m.], but in Japan, that is still really early for a company, you cannot leave at that time. Recently 
policy changed, fathers are told to go home early, but… you still need to get the work done. In that 
environment, of course, my wife, the wives don’t work, they stay home, and raise children as their 
main work, but… that… it is correct, it is ok, all right, but… how should you feel about it? China is 
developing and the women work. Women are half of the sky. Funü neng ding banbiantian. Women 
hold up half of the sky, that is the Chinese women, but for equality of the sexes, in the society outside, 
the social problems… [… in] Japan, women have their own circles. That small world. Men have their 
own world. It is hard to start an exchange. That is a problem. Women graduate from university, enter 
a good company and work, but then retract from that part of society and do other things. Is that a good 
thing? I don’t approve of it. Of course, they are free to do so, but in Japan, the system, also the 
workplace [encourages or forces it]…” (interview No. 88). 
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how the Japanese career system works and the limitations it presents to foreigners 
can be the result not of own experiences, but of hearsay and prejudice;288 decisions 
built on this representation of a problem are therefore classic examples of limited 
rationality, specifically, of agents’ dealings with information constraints (Huber 
1982: 82; March 1994: 11). Problems defined may differ by life phase and also 
gender, in addition to occupation. 

In looking at the spheres of reasons agents denoted crucial for locational 
decisions, career was the most often cited reason, however, a combination of 
family and career factors was cited by 26 agents (23%) and pure family reasons 
for 29 participants (26%). Migration for participants of the study is not necessarily 
an instrumental tool to improve family life,289 as it usually separates agents from 
their families. Agents accept temporary separation from their families in order to 
achieve career goals; at the end of a set time frame, however, they usually plan to 
better fulfill their roles as son or daughter, settle down and be a “good” spouse or 
parent. Other expected or unexpected events such as childbirth or sudden illness 
of a family member lead to an assessment of whether the agent satisfactorily 
fulfills these goals. What constitutes goal achievement, that is, how agents define 
being a good child/spouse/parent is influenced by norms290 and depends on life 
phase.291 Instrumental goals to achieve these abstract goals of role fulfillment 
include financial and emotional care of one’s family, acting according to their 
wishes, spending time with and providing a safe environment for one’s family as 
well as investing in good education for children. In the phase of problem definition 
after negative situation assessment in the family sphere, agents identified the 
following problems that influence relocation decisions: most often mentioned 
were care needs of parents (in the future, n=34, vs. acute care needs, n=4), parental 
pressure to return (n=23), the wish to be close to family (n=23), children’s 
education (n=21),292 the spouse’s wish to return (n=14) and worries about the 

                                                           
Despite the widely-held prejudice that women had trouble building a career in Japan, Chinese women 
tend to occupy niches which provide them with the opportunity to have better careers than Japanese 
women (Liu-Farrer 2009c), and they employ various strategies to escape career hold-ups, including 
self-employment, job switches etc. (Achenbach 2014). 
288 A male employee of a Japanese company from the finance industry in his 30s who had stayed in 
Japan for 6 years returned in 2006 without working experience. When explaining why he chose not to 
apply for jobs in Japan, he states “At that time, I… I hadn’t thought about going to work, I hadn’t done 
job hunting, I just returned to China. I didn’t do it at all. Japan… towards foreigners… at that time, I 
didn’t really think about anything, I just wanted to return fast, take the degree. And then return to 
China, to work” (interview No. 106). 
289 Agents may, however, seek good careers and salaries in order to be able to provide for spouse, 
children and parents. 
290 Norms that influence an agent’s understanding of what constitutes a good child, spouse or parent 
are, among others, gender-role ideology and social norms such as filial piety (see Achenbach 2014 for 
the influence of these on Chinese highly skilled women’s strategies to achieve work–family balance).  
291 Family size also plays a role, because the ability to rely on siblings to take care of elderly parents, 
for example, may relax responsibilities and criteria for being a “good” child.  
292 Two of these preferred the Japanese educational system and had decided to stay in Japan. 
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effects of radiation on children (n=6). In most cases, the underlying reason for 
dissatisfaction therefore lies in separation from one’s family, yet why this bothers 
the agent and leads to a reevaluation of his locational decisions can be broken 
down into his own wish to be close to his immediate and extended family in 
China,293 and parental or spousal pressure. Generally, a migrant may identify 
problems related to his parents, his spouse or children in the family sphere. Parents 
were mentioned 48 times as “problems” influential in return migration decisions 
(multiple responses possible). This reflects the still strong social and cultural norm 
of filial piety in addition to pointing out the lack of social security and welfare 
systems in China.294 Migrants who cannot rely on siblings or other relatives to take 
care of their parents in old age either take this responsibility into consideration 
when moving to Japan and plan their length of stay accordingly, while others think 
to return for only a limited amount of time. In the sample, 76 agents cited to plan 
on taking care of their parents in old age.295 In the case of sudden illness of a 
parent, this responsibility may well be the decisive problem that leads to return 
movement, but migrants also have other options (such as returning for a limited 
amount of time, bringing parents to Japan for short-term medical treatment etc.).296  

Migration-induced separation must not always be the underlying “problem” 
of negative situation assessment in the family sphere; other problems include 
spousal pressure to return, how to best provide good education for one’s children, 
and a perception of danger to family health after 3/11. Exo-level factors, for 
example, if the spouse becomes unemployed and wishes to return in pursuit of a 
new job, affect decision-making processes in that these development present 
danger to family income and unity. In the cases in which migrants cited the 
spouse’s wish to return to China for any number of reasons, the interviewees were 
overwhelmingly women.297 Many of the female interviewees married to a Chinese 

                                                           
293 The wish to be close to family has been pointed out by Siew-Ean Khoo and Anita Mak (2000: 1), 
who, in the case of return migration from Australia, cite studies from the 1960s that point to migrants’ 
homesickness and wish to be close to friends and family (as well as low levels of adjustment).  
294 See Section 5.2 on the influence of agents’ responsibilities towards parents on option evaluation.  
295 The remaining 36 agents who do not take this factor into consideration consist of 7 participants 
whose parents already passed away, one who has a bad relationship with them, and 28 who can rely on 
siblings to take care of their parents. Of the 89 participants who answered the question of whether 
parents expected them to return, 45 (about 50%) stated that they received some sort of pressure from 
their parents: 25 expect the participants to return in the future (16 explicitly to provide take care), six 
urgently pressure the participant to return as soon as possible and 14 at least in the near future. See 
Section 5.2.2.2 on perceptions of behavioral control in the social sphere. 
296 See Chapter 6 on the influence of these factors for various groups of participants on return migration 
decisions. 
297 Only in one of the cases, the wife pushed for return: a student in an IT master’s program explained 
he felt strong pressure both from his wife to return but was also suffering from the many responsibilities 
he had in Japan. He had met his wife in Japan, but “she wanted to return, she was really stressed in 
Japan, so she wanted to return to China, so I stayed in Japan by myself and when I graduate we will be 
together… […] I can see the future, but I cannot really see it. The reason is, now… I am not working 
yet, so I cannot live a stable life. I am a bit scared because of that, of many things, so… my wife, she 
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explained that their husbands disliked living in Japan and preferred returning and 
that this wish intensified after the birth of children.298 Children’s education is an 
important issue for migrants and one that influences the decisions about where to 
best raise the child.299 Many interviewees in a relationship with other Chinese 
explained that children’s national identities and competitive abilities could be 
better (or correctly) developed only in China.300  

Relocation decisions affect all areas of life and cannot always be traced back 
to a single problem that is solved by return migration; especially problems from 
the family sphere (more so if not acute) may form part of ill-structured problems 
and the feelings of responsibility towards family (in China) may shape or 
strengthen a migrant’s favorable attitude towards moving. This point is 
strengthened by the fact that 26 participants could not pinpoint their reasons for 
return to a single sphere but expressed that a combination of career and family was 
decisive in their locational decisions. 

                                                           
is also not working, so… money, money, money, I cannot see the future, but it is my duty, so… I have 
a strong responsibility” (interview No. 7). He returned after graduation because of his wife’s pressure 
and his perception of better career chances in China. 
298 A female doctoral student, who is currently separated from her child due to worries about radiation 
from atomic reactors in Fukushima and who is planning on returning once she has been awarded her 
doctoral degree, explains that she had planned on returning even before the nuclear crisis, in part 
because: “Also we think of our child’s education, my husband wants our child not to receive only 
Japanese education, because children here are well educated, but once you separate them from Japan, 
they are weak. Here they are too local, not international, it is an island, one people [minzoku wa hitotsu], 
it is difficult to enter the international system” (interview No. 64).  
299 A male employee of a Japanese financial company who has lived in Japan for 22 years at the time 
of the interview addresses the problem as follows: 
“Yes, [my children went to] Japanese schools, well… that is also difficult, maybe, now the Chinese in 
Japan, all the foreigners in Japan, what they suffer from is how to raise their kids: in China, or put them 
in Chinese schools in Japan, they suffer because of that, but in my case, because we live here I thought 
it would be better if they built their base in Japan, so they are in school here. They basically only use 
Japanese, but they can speak Chinese. […] I think the education in Japan is not really good, I am 
unhappy with that, in China the education is better, but there is a big gap to Japan, and in elementary 
school […], schools don’t encourage competition. To which degree is weird, for example, at the school 
there is a sports fest once a year. They run in groups, not individually. If they don’t have competition, 
they can't be successful. I think that also affects the economy. If you receive normal education, it is 
hard to enter the best schools. Schools only teach the most basic things. You need to go to juku [after-
school lessons] to study more. So that policy, people who have money can move up, people without it 
can't. So I think the Japanese system is weird. […] But the kids still complain to their parents. The level 
of education is way too low.”  
300 Some Chinese women married to Japanese men echoed that they believed the Japanese educational 
system was too soft on the children in terms of teaching competitive abilities, but also the quality of 
education in subjects such as math and English were better in China. However, for them sending the 
child to China or moving with the child for a limited amount of time met with strong opposition of the 
Japanese husband. (This does not mean that it is impossible for Chinese women in binational marriages 
to return to China with the child for his education, but women for whom this is true are not included in 
the sample of this study; the number of women included in the sample interviewed in China is very 
small and, due to the heavy reliance on snowball sampling in 2012, unlikely to depict accurately all 
types of living arrangements of (temporary) returnees.) 
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A comparatively low number of 13 participants explained that lifestyle 
preferences were crucial in their locational decisions (2 decided to stay in Japan, 
none returned for reasons of lifestyle preference). More than in other spheres, 
agents are willing to compromise in the sphere of lifestyle preferences in order to 
achieve career or family goals; however, at the end of a set time frame or if events 
open up the opportunity to focus on lifestyle preferences, agents will consider 
whether they are feeling well-integrated into social networks, at levels of self-
determination or freedom and political or religious convictions. Interviewees did 
have a long list of problems from the sphere of lifestyle preferences when talking 
about their lives in Japan and China and factors that influence their locational 
decisions, yet these were not decisive “problems” for return.301 They do, however, 
shape general attitudes towards staying or returning. The most often mentioned 
factors from the spheres of lifestyle preferences that influence migration decisions 
are feelings of loneliness and not being well-integrated (n=27), feeling 
discriminated against (n=23), “cold” social relations in Japan (n=22), too much 
social pressure in Japan (n=21), feeling bored/having had enough of Japan (n=14) 
and experiencing life in Japan as too hard (n=12). These problems are almost all 
directly related to Japan, yet they probably do not constitute the decisive problem 
that leads to moving. Many interviewees complained about social distance and 
feelings of loneliness, not only at the beginning of their stays in Japan. 302 In these 
descriptions, interviewees mostly directly compare the norms of social exchange 
with China.303 Often, feelings of loneliness, discrimination and social distance all 
come together to create a feeling of not belonging. After a while, migrants may 

                                                           
301 MaxQDA codes about complaints about the daily life in Japan included high prices in Japan (41), 
difficulties to get close to Japanese (47) or general problems with Japanese social interactions (60). 
302 In an interview with a female employee, who only reluctantly returned to China to care for her 
ageing mother, she expresses the following problems with living in Japan: “At the beginning… the 
culture, how to say, outside culture could not really get in [to Japanese culture], outside people. Even 
if you enter, still, the thinking is different. I would go to the meetings of my mansion [apartment 
building], and people are polite, because I am a woman… but they know I am a foreigner. They feel 
it. They know I am not from the inside circle. If you are Japanese and I am a foreigner, of course, you 
use polite language, but I am not really a person. You understand? It is different for younger people, 
but for older people, it gets tough. There is a wall. A wall you cannot see. It always goes up to a certain 
point, but you cannot enter. With [the Chinese friend who introduced the author to this participant] I 
can talk about anything, but with my numerous Japanese friends, I cannot really talk about everything. 
In Japanese culture, there are things you don’t talk about. They are meiwaku [a nuisance] for the other 
person. So it is ok, but up to a certain point only” (interview No. 108).  
303 A female business student, who had been to Japan for three years, compares Chinese and Japanese 
ways of social interaction: “at the very beginning, on the train, people don’t offer seats to elderly on 
the train. In China they do. If you don’t, people around you will. So when I first came, there was an 
elderly man, and I immediately got up, and people around me were really surprised. I often experienced 
this. I thought Japanese people were really cold. Japanese people are really cold when they are 
supposed to be warm, but when it is about unimportant things and you don’t have to be polite, they are 
really warm. For example, in department stores, in bathrooms, you don’t have to be so nice, you have 
to be nice in other situations, like offering your seat” (interview No. 41). 
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also feel the routine to become too much.304 This is sometimes connected to the 
often-cited feeling of severe social pressure to conform to the social rules.305  

Zooming in on feelings of loneliness and problems with the Japanese way of 
social interaction, a closer look at the networks of Chinese included in the sample 
reveals that almost 40% declared they had mixed networks.306 When looking at 
the nationality of who interviewees felt close to, 64% said they felt closer to their 
Chinese network contacts.307 Some explained that it was simply hard for them to 
get close to Japanese because of cultural issues (from either side),308 while others 
explained that it was due to their own busy schedules. Especially students cited 
that they were exhausted from having to perform well in class and earn money 
(more than 75% of the sample has done baito [part-time work] in Japan);309 

                                                           
304 This is echoed by the quote of a male entrepreneur, who had spent 12 years in Japan before returning 
in 2005 and expressed: “One reason is that I have been with that company for six years, and I had 
wanted to start something new. And also, I had wanted to work with new people, in a new company, 
do new things, but have a new life. My life in China had changed, I wanted to sell new products […] I 
wanted to do something new. […] Even now that I am back for six years, I look at that time, what I 
thought back then, within myself, understanding it, I was in a difficult situation. The Japanese company 
was really safe, I was a seishain. There was no danger. But basically, I would go up a little each year. 
But for socialism, I thought China would be more socialist, I would better be able to bring in my 
knowledge. That was my feeling” (interview No. 91). 
305 A male employee working in IT who had spent 7 years in Japan states: “Life is not inconvenient, 
but life is stiff. You can't speak loudly, you cannot laugh, at the company, there is nothing outside of 
work” (interview No. 76). Another participant, a female employee from IT, who has spent 20 years in 
Japan and taken on Japanese nationality, said “all the rules, you feel like choking, right? All the 
rules…” (interview No. 75). Or, when explaining what he best likes about China, one male entrepreneur 
from the finance industry (naturalized Japanese, returned to China in 2007 after 19 years in Japan) 
explains: “I can relax. In Japan, there are so many rules [reigi], they are so strict. When I go back, I 
think it is the most fun to not pay attention to reigi. Of course, there are areas where people should pay 
more attention, but all in all… I can do things my way” (interview No. 112). 
However, many also expressed their admiration for the way “Japanese” follow social rules and thought 
Chinese society should learn from them; however, the degree of adherence to social rules felt odd to 
many Chinese.  
306 Yet, 11% had only Chinese contacts and 31% mainly Chinese. Only 14% had mainly or only 
Japanese contacts. 
307 32% saw no difference in closeness, and roughly 4% felt closer to Japanese. When looking only at 
the nationality of close friends, Chinese were the closest friends in more than 50% of the sample.  
308 Many said that they had trouble talking to Japanese deeply, as is exemplified in the following quote 
by a female employee in education, who had been in Japan for 21 years at the time of the interview:  
Q: “Why are there so many Chinese in your network?”  
A: “Really, I want to make a lot of friends, Japanese and Chinese, I want a balance, but becoming 
friends with Japanese is really difficult, very difficult. There are people I am close to, but people I call 
friends… The meaning is different. The relationship between people, from my perspective, we feel 
distant. […] As I am Chinese… other people who aren’t Chinese cannot understand that. You don’t 
need to talk about it. It is not a problem of language, but a problem of the heart. People from the same 
country who live here, they can understand me.”  
Q: “Do you still think so?”  
A: “Yes. Yes, it is still difficult” (interview No. 52). 
309 Most of the younger workers do not work as many hours as their predecessors in the 1980s and 
1990s (see Liu-Farrer (2011: 64–75) for a description of students’ part-time working lives), because 
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workers most often explained that they had to work a lot of overtime and that they 
got exhausted quickly because they did not enjoy the working atmosphere in 
Japanese companies. Some Chinese, who entered Japan after having gained 
working experience in China or received a degree from a prestigious university, 
had trouble adjusting to their lowered status when starting out again from zero in 
Japan (Liu-Farrer 2011: 70–72).310  

In conclusion, migrants enumerated a number of problems following negative 
situation assessment at the end of a set time frame or after an event that triggered 
a decision-making process. However, problem definition is prone to error as 
migrants may not carry out problem definition thoroughly and not all problems 
that migrants identified as bothering them in their daily lives in Japan are crucial 
to return migration decisions (see Chapter 6). Whether problems lead to the 
inclusion of return migration as a solution to these problems in the stage of option 
evaluation depends on the framing of problems. 

At the point of problem framing, a migrant has already identified one or more 
problems that lead to dissatisfaction in one or more spheres of life. How he frames 
the problems decides about which options he considers to solve them and also 
whether he believes the problems to be solvable at all. Framing distinguishes 
between the problem that is affecting a migrant’s individual life and what he sees 
as the circumstances creating that problem. This process is influenced by an 
agent’s information, norms and perception of external factors, in short, his bias.311 
Especially in cases of private problems that an agent seeks to solve, parents’ or the 
spouse’s strong opinion and pressure might influence an agent’s framing. 

One example of different ways of framing the same problem is the following: 
if a migrant is dissatisfied with his working life, specifically with a lack of upward 
mobility, he could see this as a problem within his team, his company, Japanese 
companies, any company in Japan, or his occupation in general. If it is a problem 
only within his team or company, in the next stage of option evaluation, he will be 
likely to think about switching companies or investing in further education to 
convince his employer to promote him. If he frames it as a characteristic of 
working life in Japan, he is more likely to consider relocation.312 Another problem 
                                                           
many receive financial assistance from their parents or receive scholarships. One participant who 
studied in Japan in the 1990s and returned to work in China after studying law in the U.S. remembers 
his daily routine as working from 2.30 at night till 7 am delivering newspapers, attending school, and 
working at a steel factory from 5 to 9 p.m.  
310 A female employee in the field of education, who had been in Japan for 21 years at the time of the 
interview, recounted the difficulties of finding an apartment during her studies, money troubles and 
different types of baito: “It was so hard, I really suffered! Until then, I was raised as an adult, in China, 
going to university, you are among the top 4%, I felt like an elite, we were treated well, and my life 
until then, it was all planned out. At baito, I got to see a different world” (interview No. 52). 
311 As Tversky and Kahneman (1986: S257) put it: “Framing is controlled by the manner in which the 
choice problem is presented as well as by norms, habits, and expectancies of the decision maker.” 
312 A number of women voiced their conviction that it was harder for women to have a good career in 
Japan. However, the consequences of that realization differed. A female employee of a Chinese IT 
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that shows well how one issue can be framed in various ways is dissatisfaction 
with work–family balance; an agent may frame it as being related to an employer 
who is negligent of the employee’s personal life, as a characteristic of the Japanese 
labor market, as a problem of one’s child care provider or of the Japanese child 
care services system, or as a problem at home because the agent does not feel 
supported by the spouse. Options include negotiations with employer or spouse, 
switching employers, child care facilities, divorce or moving. How best to ensure 
“good” education for a child is a third example, in which it becomes clear that 
agents understand the same problem differently and therefore contemplate 
different options to solve that same problem. Many migrants expressed that they 
felt that Japanese education was inferior to Chinese education when it came to 
subjects such as math, but also in terms of competitive abilities of students. As this 
is a problem directly related to the Japanese system, migrants may choose to enroll 
their children in Chinese or other international schools in Japan, send the children 
back to China to boarding school or to live with grandparents, have one spouse 
migrate with the child or move back together as a family.313 These examples show 
how crucial framing is to the evaluation of options, explored in Section 5.2. 

The framing of a problem depends heavily on the information an agent has 
on the macro-level structures shaping his situation, including his perception of the 

                                                           
company recounts the following event at her old job in Japan: “As a Chinese, if you are a woman, the 
feeling is strong. I want to use my full potential, but because I am a woman, I am not allowed to. I once 
met the head of [Japanese company], and because I was a woman, I was the only one not to get his 
business card. I was really surprised. Just because I was a woman! This feeling is very strong” 
(interview No. 108). This experience did not lead her to reconsider her choice of living and working in 
Japan, but she felt it was part of Japanese culture. Other women in the sample, experiencing 
discrimination at the work place, chose to work at international companies or opted to found their own 
companies (see Achenbach 2014 for a more detailed account of women’s career strategies). Another 
female participant, who works for a Chinese bank explains that she does not intend to return to Japan, 
where she spent part of her childhood, although she considers going abroad to gain more working 
experience: “I will consider going to the U.S., because [it] is a financial center and I would like to work 
in the most advanced area there, but not to Canada, because there is not much commercial activity in 
Canada, and not to Japan, because I am female. […] You know, when I do this job, the thing I am most 
proud of is that I work in the meeting room with some very famous Japanese company and all of [the 
company representatives] are male, and I am maybe the only female in the room, so [because of] that, 
I really appreciate my company and my country giving me that opportunity, in Japan, I will never get 
that chance“ (interview No. 87). 
313 Philip Q. Yang (2013: 132) refers to these strategies as “modern-split families” (“astronauts”), 
“parachute-kid families” or “reverse parachute-kid families.” In the first case, one parent moves back 
to China while leaving spouse and children in the destination country. The second case refers to sending 
the children abroad for a good education while parents return to their country of origin and the latter 
case refers to sending the child to China to enroll in school there with grandparents taking care of the 
child.  
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economy and labor market in Japan,314  visa policy,315  education systems etc. 
Incomplete information may lead to flawed framing of underlying problems. 
Framing also depends on the strength of beliefs about the circumstances creating 
or influencing the identified problem underlying negative situation assessment—
an agent could be willing to question and further investigate the macro-level 
structures shaping his life in Japan (e.g. visa policy), for example, if he generally 
enjoys living in Japan, which therefore could lead to considering different options 
than return migration to solve his various problems. Framing the problem as 
connected to living in Japan is not a sufficient condition for movement, yet in most 
cases, it is a necessary condition.  

 

Definition of New Goals 
 

An agent enters this phase if his situation assessment was positive; this may be the 
case after the end of a set time frame during which he has met his goals, or 
triggered by career- or family-related life phase transitions, which open up 
resources to reinvest in career, family or hobbies/lifestyle preferences. The agent 
must not set new goals in the same sphere in which he has achieved them; for 
example, a couple may decide to start a family after both have reached a certain 
point in their careers, while children leaving the house to study sets free resources 
to focus on other areas of life.316  

Specific goals for the stay in Japan usually include increasing one’s human 
capital on which to cash in upon return to China or during an extended stay in 
Japan. An agent assesses his satisfaction with the career sphere not only after the 
end of a set time frame but also as a reaction to various events. Once his goal, 
however specified, is reached, an agent may set new goals in the same sphere: aim 
                                                           
314 The majority of participants explained that the Japanese economy was stagnating or currently at a 
low-point (48 thought it was bad, 44 said it was stagnating and only 5 felt the Japanese economy was 
good). Compared to the Chinese economy, 86 thought it was good, one stagnating and 12 bad. 
315 Migrants may trace back the root of their problem to Japanese systemic factors such as the difficulty 
to get visas for parents when these are sick or when they could help with child care (under the new visa 
policy for highly skilled, these workers are allowed to bring in parents under certain conditions if they 
have a child under the age of three (Immigration Bureau of Japan 2013)). 
316 In the case of a divorced female employee of an international IT company who had been in Japan 
for almost all of her daughter’s life (who studied in a traditional immigration country at the time of the 
interview), but left Japan in 2012, explained that she had stayed in Japan as long as she did to ensure a 
stable lifestyle for her daughter and also because she had enjoyed life in Japan. But once the daughter 
started university, it triggered a decision-making process about how to improve her career and how to 
enter a more stimulating social environment; after the interview, she chose to go to the U.S.: “I found 
a lot of women in America are more capable in [their] career[s], more career-oriented, strong 
personality, they stand out, but here, […] Japan is a man’s society and women are supposed to be, you 
know, a certain way, so there are not a lot of chances for women to have a career […] when I was 
young that bothered me, but now I still regret, I have some regrets, to get stuck, to stay here too long. 
Sometimes I think I have more chances to divert myself, […] to do more things, not just work for a 
company or something. Now [that my daughter is grown up] I can move a little bit, yes, and then the 
chance came [from my company to start a position in the U.S.].” 
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for more challenging contents, a higher position in the company hierarchy, 
founding his own company or increasing his work–life or work–family balance. 
March (1994: 33) also includes another option in this phase, if situation assessment 
(although he frames the process differently) was positive: increase slack, that is, 
not setting new goals but being satisfied with the status quo. In the sample, that 
logic is not absent; an agent may be satisfied and opt for a career strategy to keep 
up the status quo in the career sphere, but increase his efforts to reach satisfaction 
in the spheres of family or lifestyle preferences.317  

For any number of reasons, at the end of set time frame or after life phase 
transitions etc., agents assess their level of satisfaction in the spheres of not only 
career, but also family and lifestyle preferences. Whether a reconsideration of 
locational decisions (extending a stay, relocating within Japan or internationally 
or returning to China) forms part of the options to reach newly set goals depends 
in part on the trigger of the decision-making process; if it is the end of a set time 
frame, locational reconsiderations are almost always part of the options to reach 
goals.318 In case of life phase transitions, the nature of the new goal and whether 
location impacts the ability of an agent to reach it (more quickly or easily) decides 
about the inclusion of changes in locational plans in the stage of option 
evaluation.319 Both the phase of problem definition and framing and this phase of 
setting new goals usually lead to the stage of option evaluation, during which an 
agent simulates the impact of a number of options on his primary goals. Option 
evaluation is highly dependent on the specificity of newly set and primary goals 
and the agent’s understanding of the circumstances influencing his situation. 

                                                           
317 For example, if agents enjoy living in Japan, they may set the goal to further increase or keep up 
this situation by prolonging their stay (e.g. to avoid going back to their “real lives” as opposed to expat 
lives with less family responsibility) for a limited time frame or indefinitely. A female participant with 
a bachelor’s degree in business studies from Chinese university, who was enrolled in language school 
at the time of the interview, explained: “I will be here until March next year, then I graduate. [After 
that…] I am thinking about that. Get a degree… I don’t want to return to China. There is no result yet. 
If I return now, [the time spent in Japan] was a waste. So… I want to live here for some more time. I 
like it here, there is freedom, I am on my own, I am free. If I return to China, whether I will succeed, I 
don’t know. [… My parents] are still young, not sick, but they will get older and my brother as well, 
he doesn’t live close to my parents, and because I am the girl, the daughter, it is my duty, my 
responsibility [to take care of them]. I am scared of that. That is why now I need to do what I want to 
do. I need to be independent, work, make money, if I have a chance, bring my parents to Japan, go to 
other countries, have different foods, if I have a job, I can be independent” (interview No. 61).  
Other “new” goals after compromising in this area for a set time frame, include spending more time 
with family and friends, investing more time for hobbies etc. 
318 If agents have reached goals and are satisfied with their lives, the nature of the event “end of a set 
time frame” carries with it the connotation that at this point in time one’s location is assessed for the 
potential of new goal achievement. 
319 If, for example, a promotion leads to the assessment of one’s situation and the setting of new goals, 
the nature of these goals, e.g. spending more time with family, and an agent’s perception of his 
surrounding shaping his situation, decides about whether locational reconsiderations form part of the 
options considered to reach the newly set goal. This thought process is presented in Section 5.2 on 
option evaluation, specifically the phase of “identification of options.” 
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5.1.2.3 Mental Image of Current State  

An agent enters this phase of forming a mental image of his current state as 
opposed to the phase situation assessment if an unexpected event creates a 
perceived sense of urgency to act. In these situations, Burns (2005: 17) states that 
situation “awareness can be characterized as the dynamic construction of mental 
models (via mental modules) to describe, explain, and predict an evolving 
situation” [italics in original].320 In NDM, it refers to an expert’s understanding of 
a situation based on incomplete information, which is supplemented by expertise 
to predict the evolving of a situation.321 Mental images are used in a problem-
solving context, that is, when confronted with a problem this concept refers to the 
representation of that problem and the surrounding circumstances.  

This type of decision-making behavior was observed in the sample in only 
rare cases, namely after the events of March 11, 2011. Depending on the 
information about the event, feelings of danger or risks to agents’ health, pressure 
from one’s social network, some agents did not go through a phase of situation 
assessment as explained in Type A decisions but reacted quickly based on a mental 
representation of the impact of the event on their lives, leading to quick if 
temporary relocation to other parts of Japan or to China. 322  Differences in 
perceptions of urgency, geographic and timely extent of the problem can serve to 
explain different outcomes in the evaluation of options; some relocated 
immediately and stayed in China permanently, others came back to Japan or 
Tokyo once they perceived the problem as contained, and again others did not 
perceive the threat as so strong. For the latter, the event triggered a decision-
making process, yet due to the difference in perception of impact of the event and 
urgency to change previous behavior, there were no immediate reactions.  

If the agent perceives time pressure to act, the decision-making process will 
look as follows (Type B decision): based on the mental image of his current state, 
which describes a clearly defined problem and its evolving impact on an agent’s 
life, he will consider a small number of potential options, choose one, plan it (a 
single action or a behavior consisting of many), carry it out and then enter a 
feedback loop. Once he has carried out the “final” action, the feedback loop will 
begin with situation assessment, closely observing shifting environments, and 
checking whether his decision was the right one to achieve his goals or whether 

320 The conceptualization of mental models as the basis of decision-making is attributed to Kenneth 
Craik (1967), who assumed that “mental models are internal belief structures that represent an external 
reality” (Burns 2005: 17). 
321 Examples given for this process are fire fighters’ assessment before entering a burning building or 
ship captains seeking to avoid collisions (Burns 2005; Klein 1993). 
322 In contrast to the decision-makers Burns (2005) describes in his model, agents are not experts that 
supplement incomplete and even contradictory information with expertise, leading to potentially 
suboptimal decisions on the part of the sample participants.  
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he needs to act correctively (shortened Type A decision). 323  While the 
differentiation between the thought processes following events that create the 
perception of time pressure and those that do not, this type of decision-making is 
the exception for participants. It is therefore not described in as much detail as 
regular (Type A) decision-making processes about return migration and 
settlement.  
 
 
5.1.3  Intention of Changing the Situation/Aborting the Decision-Making 

Process 
 
Depending on the previous phases of either problem definition and framing, 
definition of new goals or the creation of a mental model of the evolving situation, 
a migrant will either move on to the next stage of option evaluation, or abort the 
decision-making process. This depends on whether the agent assesses the problem 
as too big to solve or as too insignificant. In most cases, agents will be motivated 
to solve a problem that they have identified in order to improve their lives.324 How 
they consider alternatives to solve it is addressed in Section 5.2 on option 
evaluation. 325  However, if the agent perceives the problem as either too 
insignificant or beyond his reach, he may abort the decision-making process. 

One example of a problem that could either lead to the intention to change 
the situation or to terminating the decision-making process is discrimination at the 
work place. Agents frame this as a problem directly related to living in Japan, yet 
some may see it as a natural part of living in Japan as foreigners, while others will 
seek to solve it by switching jobs or countries. In the case of interviewees who 
have decided to stay in Japan but see the identified problem as connected to Japan, 
this termination of the decision-making process can be most clearly witnessed. All 
have experienced discrimination but have accepted it as part of their lives in 

                                                           
323 Migrants closely followed media coverage of health risks in Japan after the nuclear accident. Some 
acted to “correct” their decision of quickly relocating, while others then made a more informed decision 
that their action was the right choice. Similar processes follow the news of a suddenly ill parent: 
migrants may rush back without intending to stay, but evolving circumstances may induce them to 
decide that that is the best option. Others may only return to arrange for other care solutions or for their 
parents to join them in Japan. In those cases, situation assessment in the sense of checking for visa 
regulations, availability and cost of care in China etc. form time-consuming parts of the decision-
making process, while the travel to China for emergency care was less thought-out.  
324 Whether agents form the intention to further investigate solutions to a problem depends on their 
superficial perception of behavioral control, that is, whether they feel they possess the power to change 
aspects of their lives within set circumstances. The concept of behavioral control is analyzed in more 
detail in connection to concrete solutions and an agent’s ability to carry them out (Section 5.2.2). 
325 After option evaluation, an agent may still decide that there is nothing he can do to improve his 
situation, but the end point of “intention to change the situation” following problem definition and 
framing means that he moves on to the stage of option evaluation because he feels the problem is 
important enough to be tackled and appraises it as solvable. 
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