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ABSTRACT

Scholars have identified the negative effects of discrimination on immigrants’ well-being by
focusing on the nature of discrimination. However, whether the social status of immigrants
influences the effects of discrimination on well-being remains unclear. To answer this question,
this study extends current research by focusing on how immigrants’ occupational status moder-
ates the effects of discrimination on well-being. Based on two sets of survey data, the results
show that skilled immigrants are more likely to be negatively affected by discrimination than
are unskilled immigrants. This phenomenon might be explained by the immigrants’ compar-
isons of discrimination experiences prior to migration. The findings suggest that to explain the
mechanism underlying discrimination’s negative effect on immigrants’ psychological well-
being, researchers should pay more attention to immigrants’ characteristics and their experi-
ences before migration. The results of this study have important implications for immigration
policy in Japan and other ethnically homogeneous countries, such as South Korea.

INTRODUCTION

Discrimination has emerged as a salient factor affecting immigrants’ integration during international
migration (Alba and Nee, 2005; Borjas, 1999; Portes and Rumbaut, 2006; Zhou, 1997). Much of
the existing research on immigrants’ experienced discrimination and well-being focuses on the nat-
ure of discrimination. For instance, researchers found that discrimination implies being excluded
from mainstream society and is a psychological stressor for immigrants (Branscombe et al., 1999;
Dion, 2002; Dion et al., 2009). However, are the consequences of experiencing discrimination the
same for different immigrants? Existing studies have investigated how ascribed characteristics, such
as gender, race, and skin colour, moderate the effects of discrimination for immigrants (Dion et al.,
2009; Huynh et al., 2014; Kessler et al., 1999; Monk, 2015; Schmitt and Branscombe, 2002). This
study extends these insights by focusing on how immigrants’ occupational status moderates the
effects of discrimination on well-being.
The present study contributes to the previous literature in two ways: first, it adds to the literature

on the effects of immigrant discrimination. The present study fills the gap in the existing literature
by discussing how the effects of discrimination differ among immigrants with different skill levels.
Second, to explain why discrimination differs in its impacts on immigrants, the present research
identifies two possibilities: identification and social comparison. However, the results show that
immigrants’ identification is not sufficient to explain the differing impacts of discrimination. By
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looking at immigrants’ situation before migration, the present work tries to determine why discrimi-
nation differently affects immigrants by considering the gap between immigrants’ home countries
and destination countries. This provides another possible mechanism to explain why immigrants’
experiences of discrimination matter to their well-being.
Meanwhile, the analysis of how and why social status moderates the effects of discrimination on

immigrant well-being, and with whom immigrants in Japan compare themselves, provides insight
into why Japan’s immigration policy, despite its focus on attracting skilled immigrants, has yielded
low retention rates for this group. Labour shortages and an improved economy led Japan to begin
to accept immigrants in the 1980s (Tsuda and Cornelius, 2004). During the 1980s and 1990s,
Japan’s immigration policy retained strict control of immigration but accepted refugees and skilled
foreigners. Compatible with prior policy, the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act
came into effect in 1990. The immigration law strictly prohibits unskilled immigrants except for
“Nikkeijin”, who have Japanese ancestors, but admits skilled immigrants (Kondo, 2002). Although
Japan revised the act in 1997 and 1999, the policy continues to welcome skilled immigrants and
restrict unskilled immigrants. For example, to promote greater acceptance of highly skilled foreign
immigrants, Japan’s Ministry of Justice implemented a new policy in 2012 called “Points-based
preferential immigration treatment for highly skilled foreign professionals”, which gives advantages
to skilled immigrants and their family members (Ministry of Justice, 2012). However, despite
Japan’s immigration policy, its retention rates for skilled immigrants are extremely low compared
with those of other countries (Tsukazaki, 2008). Previous studies have mainly explored the reasons
for these low rates by studying factors such as the downward mobility of skilled immigrants and
the institutional barriers that inhibit the human or social capital of these immigrants from being
translated into income (Holbrow and Nagayoshi, 2016; Takenaka et al., 2015). The findings of the
present study imply that the lack of anti-discrimination legislation in Japan, which probably con-
tributes to the emotional deprivation of skilled immigrants relative to their pre-immigration experi-
ence with discrimination, may also influence their decision to leave or remain in Japan.
The present results also have important implications for other homogeneous and non-immigrant

countries, such as South Korea. As the problem of an ageing population is more severe in Japan
than in South Korea, the immigration policies implemented by the Japanese government since the
1980s have aimed to increase the retention rates of skilled immigrants; such policies are now being
considered by South Korea (Japan Statistic Bureau, 2014; Torneo, 2016). However, most of these
policies do not address the integration of skilled immigrants from subjective perspectives. The case
of Japan implies that to improve the retention rates of skilled immigrants, South Korea should
introduce anti-discrimination legislation. Furthermore, systems that do not exclusively consider
immigrants as substitute workers are required.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Immigrants in Japan

Japan began to accept immigrants in the 1980s. However, as mentioned by Japan’s Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe in 2016, Japan needs immigrants but is not an immigrant country (Peng, 2016). Com-
pared with the immigrant population in the US and other immigrant countries, the immigrant popu-
lation in Japan is small, and Japanese society is highly homogeneous: for example, in 2016 there
were approximately 2.3 million foreign citizens living in Japan, representing only approximately
1.8 per cent of Japan’s total population (Ministry of Justice, 2016). However, the context of immi-
gration in Japan provides an ideal case to investigate the impact of discrimination and how immi-
grants’ social status moderates the effects of discrimination.
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First, as Japanese society is highly homogeneous, many Japanese individuals consider immigrants
to be a problem rather than a solution. Japanese companies are conservative and consider their
immigrant employees to be substitute workers regardless of their skill level, and Japan does not
currently have any anti-discrimination legislation (Lie, 2001). This means that immigrants in Japan
might experience significant discrimination in their daily lives and jobs; as a result, it will be easier
to precisely estimate the effects of discrimination.
Second, because of Japan’s immigration policy, the moderate effects of skill levels on discrimina-

tion and well-being are expected to be more significant in Japan than in other countries. As in most
developed countries, the desire to attract well educated and highly skilled immigrants is deeply rooted
in Japan’s immigration policy, and since the revisions to the Immigration and Control and Refugee
Recognition Act in 1990, Japan has been remarkably open to skilled immigrants (Holbrow and
Nagayoshi, 2016; Murakami, 2009; T€orngren and Hilbrow, 2016). However, this openness does carry
over to unskilled immigrants in Japan. Japan’s immigration policy basically does not allow unskilled
foreign citizens to enter, and only accepts less skilled immigrants through the so-called ‘side door’ or
‘back door’ (Tsuda and Cornelius, 2004). For example, Japan’s immigration law accepts low edu-
cated “Nikkeijin”, who have Japanese ancestors, as unskilled immigrants. Other unskilled immigrants
who lack this special relationship with Japan can only enter through the so-called guest-worker pro-
gramme, which offers at most five year visas and far lower salaries than are paid to their Japanese
counterparts (Kondo, 2002). The treatment of skilled and unskilled immigrants is more highly seg-
mented in Japan than in other countries; as a result, the occupational status of immigrants in Japan is
much more important than it is in other countries, which allows a more precise estimation of the mod-
erating effects of immigrants’ social status on discrimination and well-being.

Discrimination and immigrants’ psychological well-being

Lee et al. (2014) stated that despite broad changes in immigration-related issues over the past 50
years, immigrants continue to experience discrimination in their daily lives. Discrimination is clo-
sely related to immigrants’ attainment of their objectives (e.g., occupational attainment) and affects
their psychological well-being (Alba and Nee, 2005; Borjas, 1999, 2006; Portes and Rumbaut,
2006; Zhou, 1997). Researchers have traditionally focused on the nature of discrimination to
explain how discrimination negatively affects immigrants’ subjective or psychological well-being
(Branscombe et al., 1999; Dion, 2002; Dion et al., 2009). For example, Branscombe et al. (1999)
stated that being discriminated against implies exclusion by others, which immigrants may interpret
as a threat. Moreover, because discrimination is often an unpredictable and uncontrollable psycho-
logical stressor, it requires great effort for immigrants to become accustomed to experiencing it
(Dion, 2002). Following this logic, several studies have confirmed the negative impact of discrimi-
nation on immigrants’ psychological well-being (Alba and Nee, 2005; Branscombe et al., 1999;
Dion, 2002; Dion et al., 2009; Nagayoshi, 2014; Takenoshita, 2013; Takenoshita et al., 2014). For
example, using the Ethnic Diversity Survey in Canada, Dion et al. (2009) found that experiencing
discrimination negatively affected the psychological well-being of the members of all immigrant
groups in Canada (e.g., white minorities and visible minorities). Moreover, after investigating 293
immigrants from the former Soviet Union in Finland, Esses et al. (2001) found that experiencing
discrimination not only negatively affected immigrants’ psychological well-being but also decreased
their feelings of identity with Finland. In Japan, similar results have been found. In an analysis of
data from young Korean adult immigrants, Nagayoshi (2014) found that experiencing discrimina-
tion negatively affected young Korean immigrants’ self-image.
However, the social status of immigrants could moderate the effect of perceived discrimination

on immigrants’ psychological well-being. The influences of discrimination on immigrant well-being
cannot be fully understood without considering the social status of the immigrant respondents.
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Immigrants’ social status, discrimination and psychological well-being

Immigrants’ social status is important because it affects not only their treatment by the host govern-
ment but also the attitudes of native residents towards them (Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2010; Hain-
mueller et al., 2015). In Japan, where the labour market is characterized by life-long employment,
high-status immigrants should have more advantages than low-status immigrants. However, it
remains unclear whether social status moderates the impacts of discrimination on immigrants’ well-
being. To my knowledge, no study has explored the moderating effect of social status on the impact
of discrimination on psychological well-being within an immigrant group; most previous studies
have discussed these issues among nonimmigrant groups (Dion et al., 2009; Kessler et al., 1999;
Schmitt and Branscombe, 2002). Most of the previous literature in social psychology has categorized
non-immigrants with different social statuses into a disadvantaged group and an advantaged group
(for example, categorizing men into the advantaged group and women into the disadvantaged group
or categorizing skilled workers into the advantaged group and unskilled workers into the disadvan-
taged group) (Kessler et al., 1999; Schmitt and Branscombe, 2002). These studies revealed that the
negative effect of discrimination on psychological well-being is greater for members of disadvan-
taged groups than for members of advantaged groups (Dion et al., 2009; Kessler et al., 1999).
Disadvantaged group members’ lack of power in the social structure provides one explanation for
this result (Schmitt et al., 2003). Specifically, compared with advantaged group members, disadvan-
taged group members lack the necessary social status and power to release their psychological stress;
thus, their experience of discrimination is less controllable (Dion, 2002; Schmitt and Branscombe,
2002). Furthermore, disadvantaged group members who lack social power within the social structure
realize that their group membership (e.g., women, blacks) carries inherent challenges. Conversely,
even though the members of an advantaged group may sometimes face discrimination in their daily
lives, they do not perceive it as a problem for themselves but as a problem for those people exhibit-
ing the discrimination (Schmitt and Branscombe, 2002; Schmitt et al., 2003). For these reasons, the
negative effect of discrimination on psychological well-being is greater for members of disadvan-
taged groups than for those from advantaged groups. Thus, I expected to find that negative discrimi-
nation effects are stronger for less advantaged groups. However, when immigrants’ social
comparison and identification are considered, the results may be completely different.
First, according to the social comparison theory, people compare their situations with those of

others they believe are similar to them. The referenced people might be their friends, colleagues, or
neighbours (Adorno, 1950; Piore, 1979; Schor, 1999; Stark, 1991). Moreover, the salience of peo-
ple or groups as possible targets of comparison depends on “the availability of information regard-
ing the target’s standing on dimensions relevant to the comparison” (Levine and Moreland, 1987:
112). The result of this comparison significantly affects people’s actions, attitudes and psychologi-
cal well-being (Bernburg et al., 2009; Piore, 1979; Schor, 1999; Stark, 1991). First-generation
immigrants might compare their experience in their new country with their experience and treat-
ment before migration (Lee and Zhou, 2015; Piore, 1979; Rogg, 1971). For example, Rogg (1971)
found that although they experienced downward mobility, Cuban refugees who compared their cur-
rent jobs with their previous jobs in their home countries were more likely to be satisfied. Both
high-skilled immigrants and low-skilled first-generation immigrants in Japan similarly compare their
experiences of discrimination in Japan with their prior experiences of discrimination in their home
countries. As immigrants’ situations prior to migration differ greatly, it is difficult to imagine what
kinds of discrimination immigrants confronted before migration. Generally, however, low-skilled
and less-educated people are more likely to experience discrimination in both their jobs and their
lives because of their lack of social power (Link and Phelan, 2001; Mirowsky and Ross, 2003).
Because of their high social status, skilled immigrants might be less likely to have experienced dis-
crimination in their lives and jobs in their home countries, whereas unskilled immigrants may more
likely to have suffered from discrimination in their lives or jobs, even in their home countries (Link
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and Phelan, 2001). Compared with their experiences of discrimination before their arrival, high-
social status immigrants who experienced less discrimination before immigrating might feel more
stressed about and less able to accept discrimination in their new country of residence. Thus, within
immigrant groups, high-social status immigrants are more likely to be negatively affected by dis-
crimination than unskilled immigrants are.
Another possible reason that the psychological well-being of high-status immigrants is more

likely than that of low-status immigrants to be negatively affected by discrimination involves immi-
grants’ identification with their host country (Berry et al., 2006; Phinney, 1990). Identification
refers to an immigrant’s sense of belonging to the host country or majority society (Berry, 2005;
Phinney, 1990). According to previous scholars, the negative effect of discrimination on psycholog-
ical well-being is stronger among immigrants who are highly identified with their host society
(Schaafsma, 2011). This is primarily because immigrants who feel a strong identification with the
majority society are more likely to feel that they are part of that society and are less likely to
expect to be treated differently by native members of the society; consequently, any discrimination
is more stressful to them than to immigrants who feel only weak identification with the majority
society (Huynh et al., 2014; Nagayoshi, 2014; Schaafsma, 2011). Do skilled and unskilled immi-
grants differ in the level of identification with their host countries? Previous studies have confirmed
that because of the higher educational attainment and backgrounds of highly skilled immigrants,
skilled immigrants experience a stronger identification with the native society than unskilled immi-
grants do (Berry, 2005; Phinney, 1990; Phinney et al., 2001). Given the stronger identification of
skilled immigrants, their psychological well-being might be more negatively affected by discrimina-
tion than that of unskilled immigrants. However, in Japan, because skilled immigrants have low
retention rates, they may not experience greater identification. The questions of whether skilled
immigrants’ degree of identification with Japan is greater than that of unskilled immigrants and
how the identification of immigrants to Japan affects their well-being is worth testing.

DATA AND ESTIMATION METHOD

Data

Random sampling is a key factor in collecting reliable data (Fowler, 1993). However, in Japan, immi-
grants’ names and addresses were not accessible from the government until recently; thus, it is difficult
to create a random sample of immigrants (Takenaka et al., 2015). Therefore, I used Takenaka et al.’s
Foreigner Web-Monitoring Survey, conducted between February and August 2012. This survey is
based on respondents to and customers of research companies. To ensure a representative sample, the
researchers asked two survey companies that specialized in immigrant communities in Japan to con-
duct the survey (Takenaka et al., 2015). All the immigrants included in the dataset were first-genera-
tion immigrants who lived in metropolitan areas in Kanto and Kansai, such as Tokyo and Osaka, and
came to Japan after 1989. One problem with the sample is that it does not represent Japan’s entire for-
eign population; instead, it primarily represents three groups of immigrants to Japan: Koreans, Chi-
nese, and those from English-speaking countries (the US, the UK, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand). Thus, it could be asked whether skilled immigrants are over-represented compared with
unskilled immigrants. As Table 1 shows, 85.46 per cent of all respondents in the dataset were skilled
immigrants. However, there are three reasons to believe that the dataset can be used to represent the
new-generation immigrants (Koreans, Chinese, and those from English-speaking countries) who live
in metropolitan areas in Japan. First, the new-generation immigrants who came from Korea, China,
and English-speaking countries after 1989 are relatively well educated, and highly skilled immigrants
are more likely to live in cities. Therefore, it is reasonable that skilled immigrants comprise a greater
proportion of the dataset. Second, as mentioned in Japan’s immigration policy, most unskilled
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immigrants in Japan come from Brazil and Peru (Mckenzie and Salcedo, 2014); however, our data do
not include many immigrants from Brazil and Peru. Only approximately 30 immigrants in the dataset
came from Brazil and Peru, and the results did not change when they were excluded from the dataset.
Third, according to the Ministry of Justice (2012), only approximately 16.2 per cent of all Chinese
immigrants (675,370) and 10.9 per cent of all Korean immigrants (530,048) hold unskilled immigrant
visas (e.g., trainee visas, entertainer visas, and other categories of unskilled visas) in Japan, and almost
all immigrants from English-speaking countries hold skilled immigrant visas. As a result, it is reason-
able to find more skilled immigrants in our data.
The sample size was 898. I excluded from the sample those immigrants who reported incomes

that were either too high or too low because those with excessively high or low incomes might not
represent the characteristics of immigrants in Japan. Income was restricted to between 1,000,000
JPY and 20,000,000 JPY, and 131 respondents were excluded because of this restriction. Finally, I
also restricted my analysis to immigrants who answered all the questions in this survey; 45 respon-
dents were excluded as a result. Consequently, the final sample size of this study was 722.

Variables

I used the respondents’ overall life satisfaction as an index of their psychological well-being. The
following question regarding immigrant life satisfaction was used:

TABLE 1

DESCRIPTION OF VARIABLES IN THE FOREIGNER WEBSITE SURVEY 2012

Continuous variables Mean SD Min Max

Life satisfaction 3.87 1.00 1 5
Discrimination 3.54 1.19 1 5
Wage at current job (in JPY, logarithmic transformation) 15.12 0.80 13.82 16.68
Japanese proficiency 0.00 0.94 �3.11 0.703
Immigrants’ identification: identification with Japan 0.00 0.76 �1.12 2.73
Age 32.49 6.46 22 58
Years since migration to Japan 8.06 5.40 2 32
Categorical variables Percentage (%)
The share of immigrants with less than college-level
education

14.82

The share of immigrants educated in Japan 30.33
The share of females 41.14
Occupational status
Unskilled immigrant 14.54
Skilled immigrant 85.46
Occupational status before migration
Unskilled workers 53.74
Skilled workers 15.79
Students 30.47
The share of immigrants who do not have a
Japanese spouse

79.09

Nationality
The share of immigrants from English-speaking
countries

27.70

The share of Chinese immigrants 17.73
The share of Korean immigrants 43.91
The share of other immigrants 10.66

Note: All respondents who have NA variables are dropped, and the results are unchanged after dropping
NA variable respondents; n=722.
Source: Calculation based on the Foreigner Website Survey
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Overall, how satisfied are you with your life in Japan?

The answer to the question was recorded on a 5-point scale, with 1 representing ‘very dissatisfied’
and 5 representing ‘very satisfied’.
Two questions were used to categorize the immigrants’ skill level:

• Are you a regular worker at your job?
• What is your specific job?

Possible answers to the first question were ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Potential answers to the second question
originated from ISCO-08 questionnaires. Based on the respondents’ answers to these two questions,
I categorized immigrants who worked as regular workers in professional jobs, semi-professional
jobs and clerical jobs as skilled immigrants and others as unskilled immigrants.
Discrimination was coded according to the respondents’ self-reported experiences with discrimi-

nation based on the question ‘Have you ever experienced discrimination in your job or daily life
because of your nationality?’ The answer was recorded on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 5
(all the time).
Another important independent variable was the immigrants’ occupational status before migra-

tion. Again, I categorized immigrants who worked as regular workers in professional jobs, semi-
professional jobs and clerical jobs before migration as skilled immigrants and those who worked in
nonprofessional jobs as unskilled immigrants. Individuals who were students before migration were
categorized as students. To test the identification model, data on immigrant identification were nec-
essary. According to Phinney et al. (2001), identification with the host country reflects an immi-
grant’s feeling of belonging to the native society. I used the respondents’ feelings of belonging to
Japan as an index of identification.
Three questions were used to measure the immigrants’ identification, as follows:
Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

• I think I am a member of Japanese society.
• I feel strong passion and love towards Japan.
• Immigrants should positively participate in Japanese communities and society.

These questions were also rated on a 5-point scale, with a score of 1 indicating low identity and a
score of 5 indicting high identity. To create the variable of immigrant identification, factor analysis
using principal component analysis was used. The results are shown in Table 2. As Table 2
depicts, the analysis yielded one factor that explained 89.58 per cent of the variance for the entire
set of variables.
Additionally, I included control variables, namely, the immigrants’ income, Japanese language

ability, gender, age, years of residence in Japan, education, country where they were educated, mar-
ital status, national identity, and nationality. The immigrants’ income was the natural logarithm of
annual wages before tax deductions during the previous year. The immigrants’ Japanese proficiency
was based on a subjective evaluation of their Japanese writing, speaking, and reading ability. Here,
based on the immigrants’ answers to these three questionnaires, I used factor analysis to create a
new variable – immigrants’ Japanese ability – for my main analysis. The result of this factor analy-
sis is shown in Table 3. The immigrants’ years of residence in Japan were calculated based on their
arrival year in Japan. The immigrants’ education was treated as a categorical variable; answers of
college and above were coded 0, and answers of below college were coded 1. Whether the immi-
grants were educated in Japan was an important variable because it affected their Japanese lan-
guage proficiency and their national identity. For this purpose, I included the country where the
immigrants were educated as an index of whether they were educated in Japan. I coded those who
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were educated in Japan as 0 and those who were not as 1. Regarding marital status, the immigrants
who married Japanese people were coded 0, and the other immigrants were coded 1. The immi-
grants’ nationalities were a categorical variable. English-speaking countries included the US, the
UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. Other countries referred to South American and South-
east Asian countries; China referred to immigrants from China; and Korea referred to Korean immi-
grants.
To show the distributions of life satisfaction and discrimination clearly, histograms are presented

in Figures 1 and 2. The results confirmed that immigrants are highly discriminated against and
excluded and that the majority of Japanese are highly racist and conservative. However, surpris-
ingly, immigrants are satisfied with their lives in Japan overall.
Because the dependent variable was categorical in nature, for the main analysis, an ordered logis-

tic regression model was used to estimate the effects of discrimination on well-being (Long and
Freese, 2006).

RESULTS

Discrimination, skill level, and immigrants’ life satisfaction

Table 4 presents the results from ordered logistic models investigating the relationships between
discrimination and well-being. Model 1 includes the independent variables for discrimination and
occupational status; Model 2 adds the interaction between discrimination and occupational status;

TABLE 2

SUMMARY OF EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS RESULTS FOR IDENTIFICATION (N = 722)

Item Factor loadings

Identification
I think I am a member of Japanese society 0.533
I feel a strong passion and love toward Japan 0.689
Immigrants should positively participate in Japanese communities and society 0.873
Eigenvalues 2.296
% of variance 89.58
Number of test measures 3

TABLE 3

SUMMARY OF EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS RESULTS FOR JAPANESE PROFICIENCY
(N = 722)

Item Factor loadings

Japanese proficiency
Reading 0.774
Writing 0.922
Speaking 0.873
Eigenvalues 2.211
% of variance 83.70
Number of test measures 3
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Model 3 adds the additional variables identification and identification*discrimination; Model 4
includes the immigrants’ occupational status before migration; and the final model estimates why
discrimination is positively related to unskilled immigrants’ well-being by adding the interactions
between occupational status, discrimination, and marital status. All coefficients are at the log-odds
level.
The marginal effect of discrimination in Model 1 was negative and significant, so for discrimina-

tion, we can say that the odds of reporting “very satisfied” versus reporting “less satisfied” or “dis-
satisfied” is 0.86 (e�0.154) times lower for those who experience more discrimination. Using the
listcoef package in Stata, I found that a one-unit increase in discrimination decreases life satisfac-
tion by 0.08 standard deviations and that a one standard deviation increase in discrimination (which
is 1.19) decreases life satisfaction by 0.09 standard deviations. This result is consistent with prior
studies indicating that discrimination is negatively related to immigrants’ life satisfaction and con-
firms that discrimination is a psychological stressor for immigrants. Other coefficients in Model 1
show that occupational status, gender, marital status, educational attainment, and age are not signifi-
cantly correlated with immigrants’ life satisfaction; by contrast, income, Japanese language profi-
ciency, and having been educated in Japan are positively related to immigrants’ life satisfaction.
However, years since migration is negatively correlated with a higher level of satisfaction, a finding
that contradicts direct assimilation theory but is consistent with Japan’s low retention rates for
immigrants (Tsukazaki, 2008). Finally, compared with immigrants from English-speaking countries,

FIGURE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF IMMIGRANTS’ DISCRIMINATION EXPERIENCE BY PERCENTAGE (N=722)
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FIGURE 2
DISTRIBUTION OF IMMIGRANTS’ LIFE SATISFACTION BY PERCENTAGE (N=722)
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those from China and Korea are less likely to be satisfied with their lives. This might be due to
Japan’s colonial history in China and Korea (Lie, 2001).
Model 2 shows that after controlling for the interaction effect of discrimination and occupational

status, the coefficient was significant and negative for the interaction term between discrimination
and occupational status (-0.624); however, the main effect of discrimination became positive
(0.385). How does discrimination affect the psychological well-being of immigrants with different
skill levels? Figure 3 depicts the unconditional marginal effects of discrimination on the likelihood
of answering better than “satisfied” (equal to 4 and 5) for skilled and unskilled immigrants; Fig-
ure 4 exhibits the conditional marginal effects of discrimination, which means that other variables
are controlled. The conditional and unconditional marginal effects of discrimination are slightly dif-
ferent. However, they both revealed that a one-unit increase in discrimination decreases skilled
immigrants’ but increases unskilled immigrants’ probability of reporting higher life satisfaction. To
date, the literature has confirmed the moderating effects of immigrants’ social status and has shown
that the life satisfaction of skilled immigrants is negatively related to discrimination; however,
unskilled immigrants’ experiences of discrimination are positively related to their life satisfaction.
The present study fills the gaps of previous studies by confirming how the effects of discrimina-
tion differ between high- and low-skilled immigrants and between integrated and unintegrated
immigrants.

Why are skilled immigrants more likely to be negatively affected by discrimination?

As mentioned above, the variation in the effects of discrimination among immigrant groups with
differing occupational statuses was expected to be due to (1) the immigrants’ social comparisons
and (2) differences in their identification with Japan. While my questionnaire did not include ques-
tions regarding immigrant social comparison or experiences of discrimination before migration, it
did include questions regarding immigrant identification. I tested whether the immigrants’ identifi-
cation explained why skilled immigrants are more likely to be negatively affected by discrimination
than unskilled immigrants. To determine whether skilled or unskilled immigrants identified more
closely with Japan, I used an OLS regression model to investigate how immigrants’ identification
related to their occupational status. The results are shown in Table 5. The results were inconsistent
with Berry’s (1997) assertion that skilled immigrants identify more with the majority society than
do unskilled immigrants (Berry, 1997; Phinney et al., 2001). However, the present result to some
degree explains Japan’s low retention of skilled immigrants. Low identification with Japan might
be a potential explanation for why skilled immigrants leave Japan.
To confirm that the different effects of discrimination on immigrant groups with different skill

levels are not due to the immigrants’ identification, Model 3 in Table 4 added variables related to
the immigrants’ identification and its interaction with discrimination. After controlling for the
effects of identification and its interaction with discrimination, the results still revealed that the neg-
ative effect of discrimination on life satisfaction was stronger among skilled immigrants than
among unskilled immigrants. Therefore, the differential effect of discrimination is not the result of
immigrants’ identification, i.e., national identity cannot explain why the effect of discrimination dif-
fered between differently skilled immigrant groups.
The results described above show that identification cannot explain why the effect of discrimina-

tion differed between differently skilled immigrant groups. Immigrants’ social comparison might
be one possible explanation. Specifically, skilled immigrants who did not experience much dis-
crimination before their arrival in Japan will feel more stressed by and unaccepting of discrimina-
tion, and their psychological well-being will be more negatively affected. These findings
confirmed that the determinants of immigrants’ psychological well-being differ from those of non-
immigrants and that the determining factors of immigrants’ psychological well-being do not simply
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TABLE 4

ORDERED LOGISTIC REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF IMMIGRANTS’ LIFE SATISFACTION, IN LOG-ODDS

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Japanese proficiency 0.530*** 0.509*** 0.421*** 0.514*** 0.507***
(0.096) (0.096) (0.099) (0.097) (0.097)

LogWage 0.500*** 0.494*** 0.382*** 0.511*** 0.518***
(0.101) (0.102) (0.105) (0.103) (0.103)

Female �0.213 �0.198 �0.134 �0.179 �0.175
(0.151) (0.152) (0.154) (0.153) (0.153)

Spouse is Japanese �0.262 �0.303 �0.290 �0.333* �0.924*
(0.186) (0.187) (0.187) (0.189) (0.495)

Not educated in Japan �0.406** �0.437** �0.581*** �0.376** �0.367**
(0.177) (0.178) (0.180) (0.186) (0.186)

Below college education �0.312 �0.314 �0.411* �0.342* �0.353*
(0.207) (0.208) (0.210) (0.208) (0.208)

Age �0.002 0.001 0.008 �0.008 �0.009
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) (0.017)

Years since migration �0.032* �0.033* �0.031* �0.027 �0.027
(0.018) (0.018) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019)

China �1.039*** �1.023*** �0.785*** �1.012*** �1.003***
(0.244) (0.245) (0.251) (0.245) (0.246)

Korea �1.680*** �1.673*** �1.198*** �1.611*** �1.616***
(0.210) (0.211) (0.220) (0.212) (0.212)

Other countries �0.192 �0.139 �0.00963 �0.119 �0.113
(0.274) (0.275) (0.282) (0.277) (0.276)

Discrimination �0.154** 0.385** 0.343** 0.340** 0.192
(0.063) (0.168) (0.172) (0.169) (0.184)

Skilled immigrant �0.124 �0.010 �0.034 �0.019 �0.166
(0.213) (0.215) (0.218) (0.219) (0.244)

Skilled immigrant * discrimi-
nation

�0.624*** �0.575*** �0.590*** �0.427**
(0.180) (0.185) (0.181) (0.198)

Identification 0.764***
(0.108)

Identification * discrimination 0.122*
(0.071)

Skilled worker before migra-
tion

�0.381* �0.359*
(0.213) (0.215)

Student before migration �0.605** �0.597**
(0.239) (0.240)

Skilled immigrant * Japanese
spouse

0.676
(0.529)

Unskilled immigrant * Japa-
nese spouse * discrimination

0.884**
(0.434)

Skilled immigrant * Japanese
spouse * discrimination

�0.0699
(0.162)

Cut point 1 �2.375 1.735 14.10 �13.88 �16.42
Cut point 2 �0.187 3.940 16.39 �11.67 �14.17
Cut point 3 0.737 4.877 17.37 �10.72 �13.22
Cut point 4 3.092 7.252 19.87 �8.335 �10.82
Model chi-square 137.02 149.28 203.62 155.78 162.02
df 13 14 16 16 19
Pseudo R-squared 0.074 0.08 0.109 0.083 0.087
n 722 722 722 722 722

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Source: calculation based on Foreigner Website Survey
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rely on their experience in one country. The gap between immigrants’ treatment in their host
countries and that in their home countries is an important factor in determining immigrants’ happi-
ness and satisfaction. Furthermore, this gap might also affect immigrants’ decision to leave or stay
in host countries.
The present study hypothesized that unskilled immigrants are more likely than skilled immigrants

to have experienced discrimination in their country of origin and that experiences of discrimination
in the country of destination did not lead to lower life satisfaction among unskilled immigrants.
However, this was not the case for immigrants who experienced occupational downward mobility
from skilled jobs in the country of origin to unskilled jobs in the country of destination. Thus, I
aimed to determine how many people experienced downward mobility after migration. Table 6

FIGURE 3
UNCONDITIONAL MARGINAL EFFECTS OF DISCRIMINATION ON LIFE SATISFACTION, BY SKILL

LEVELS

FIGURE 4
CONDITIONAL MARGINAL EFFECTS OF DISCRIMINATION ON LIFE SATISFACTION, BY SKILL LEVELS
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shows that only approximately 10 per cent (39 of 388) of the skilled immigrants experienced
downward mobility, indicating that most of the immigrants were able to sustain their social status
after immigrating to Japan. Moreover, approximately 67.5 per cent (77 of 114) of the unskilled
immigrants experienced upward mobility after migration. Finally, most of the students moved into
skilled jobs.
Moreover, to determine whether the effect of discrimination on life satisfaction differs between

different skill groups due to downward or upward mobility after migration, Model 4 in Table 4
added the immigrants’ occupational status before migration. Model 4 shows that the immigrants
who were students or skilled immigrants before migration were unsatisfied with their lives in Japan.
However, even when the effects of immigrants’ upward or downward mobility after migration was
controlled, the results still showed that skilled immigrants were more likely to be negatively
affected by discrimination.
Finally, some may wonder why for unskilled immigrants, the effects of discrimination were posi-

tively related to their well-being. To answer this question, Model 5 in Table 4 added the interaction
of occupational status*marital status and discrimination*occupational status*marital status. The
results show that the positive effects of discrimination only existed among unskilled immigrants
who married Japanese. A possible explanation for this result is that unskilled immigrants who are
able to marry Japanese natives and assimilate into Japan might be proud of their achievement.
Specifically, they may think, “Even though I suffered so much discrimination, I finally made it in
Japan”, and this feeling of achievement might increase their life satisfaction.

TABLE 5

REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF IMMIGRANTS’ IDENTIFICATION

Model 1

Skilled immigrant �0.047
(0.079)

Discrimination �0.006
(0.023)

LogWage 0.144***
(0.037)

Female �0.072
(0.057)

Spouse is Japanese �0.029
(0.071)

Educated in Japan 0.158**
(0.067)

Education below college �0.001
(0.079)

Age �0.016***
(0.006)

Years since migration 0.006
(0.007)

China �0.168*
(0.089)

Korea �0.520***
(0.072)

Other �0.004
(0.103)

n 722
R-squared 0.137

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Source: Calculation based on Foreigner Website Survey
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Robustness checks

The findings suggest that the negative effect of experiencing discrimination on well-being is stron-
ger among highly skilled immigrants than among unskilled immigrants in Japan. However, the data
have the significant limitation of not being nationally representative and of over-representing skilled

TABLE 6

CROSS TABLE OF IMMIGRANT’S SOCIAL MOBILITY AFTER MIGRATION

Occupational status
before migration

Occupational status after migration

Skilled immigrant Unskilled immigrant Total

Skilled worker 349 (90%) 39 (10%) 388 (100%)
Unskilled worker 77 (67.5%) 37 (32.5%) 114 (100%)
Student 191 (86.8%) 29 (13.2%) 220 (100%)
Total 617 105 722

TABLE 7

ORDERED LOGISTIC REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF IMMIGRANTS’ LIFE SATISFACTION, IN LOG-ODDS

Model 1 Model 2

Discrimination �0.343** �0.084
(0.158) (0.201)

Skilled immigrant 0.139 0.147
(0.343) (0.348)

Female 0.005 �0.013
(0.321) (0.323)

Age 0.024 0.022
(0.020) (0.020)

Japanese proficiency �0.055 �0.082
(0.201) (0.208)

Spouse is non-Japanese �0.462 �0.397
(0.299) (0.301)

Years since migration �0.027 �0.024
(0.020) (0.021)

China �0.668 �0.890
(0.653) (0.685)

Korea �1.203* �1.486**
(0.694) (0.725)

Other countries 0.257 0.006
(0.655) (0.688)

Skilled immigrant* discrimination �0.667**
(0.328)

Cut point 1 �7.015 �6.303
Cut point 2 �5.235 �4.514
Cut point 3 �4.608 �3.886
Cut point 4 �2.127 �1.398
Model chi-square 30.04 34.29
df 10 11
Pseudo R-squared 0.073 0.083
n 191 191

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Source: Calculation based on Miyagi prefecture foreigner survey
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immigrants. Therefore, another set of data (Miyagi Prefecture Government, 2012) was examined to
test the robustness of the previous results.
The new survey was conducted by the Miyagi Prefecture Government from November to Decem-

ber 2012. Unlike the data used in the previous study, these data were gathered from a random-sam-
ple survey collected by mail. The survey was administered in Japanese, English, Chinese, and
Korean. The government sent 1870 surveys to immigrants in Miyagi, and the overall number of
valid responses was 429, with a response rate of 22.9 per cent (Miyagi Prefecture Government,
2012). After excluding all surveys with missing variables, the sample size used in this analysis was
191.
Similarly, I used the respondents’ overall life satisfaction, as measured on a 5-point scale, with

one representing “very dissatisfied” and five representing “very satisfied”, as an index of their psy-
chological well-being. The immigrants’ skill levels were also based on their occupational status. I
categorized immigrants who worked in professional jobs, semi-professional jobs and clerical jobs
as skilled immigrants and others as unskilled immigrants. Discrimination was similarly coded based
on the respondents’ self-reported experiences and was measured on a 5-point scale: “not at all” was
coded as 1, and “all the time” was coded as 5. Finally, I included the immigrants’ gender, age,
Japanese language ability, marital status, and nationality as control variables.
An ordered logistic model was also used here. Model 1 in Table 7 explored discrimination

related to the immigrants’ well-being after other variables were controlled, and Model 2 added the
interaction between discrimination and skill levels to investigate the moderating effects of occupa-
tional status. Model 1 in Table 7 also confirmed that discrimination is negatively related to immi-
grants’ well-being. After the interaction between discrimination and occupational status was added,
the results also showed that the main effect of discrimination was not significantly related to
immigrants’ well-being, that the effect sizes of discrimination differed between occupational
status groups and that skilled immigrants’ life satisfaction was more negatively affected by
discrimination.

CONCLUSION

Numerous studies have examined the negative effects of discrimination on immigrants’ psychologi-
cal well-being (Alba and Nee, 2005; Branscombe et al., 1999; Dion, 2002; Dion et al., 2009;
Nagayoshi, 2014; Takenoshita, 2013; Takenoshita et al., 2014). The present study shows how and
why discrimination is negatively related to immigrants’ well-being in terms of the immigrants’
social status. Specifically, the results show that compared with unskilled immigrants, skilled immi-
grants’ psychological well-being is more likely to be negatively correlated with discrimination. The
main reason for this phenomenon might be that immigrants compare their current experiences of
discrimination with their prior experiences in their home countries. My findings suggest that to
explain the mechanism of discrimination’s effect on psychological well-being, researchers should
pay more attention to immigrants’ social comparison and feelings of relative deprivation.
These findings have important implications for Japan’s immigration policy. As Tanaka (2013)

noted, one of the most significant problems with Japan’s immigration policy is that it does not
include an anti-discrimination law for immigrants. My findings support this argument and provide
important implications for Japan’s immigration policy. The decision to immigrate can be explained
by the economic and noneconomic benefits of the destination (Mayda, 2006). In Japan, most skilled
immigrants come from China and Korea. However, Korea and especially China have experienced
rapid economic growth since the 2000s. In contrast to immigrants’ experiences in their home coun-
tries, the economic benefits of immigrating to Japan are not as great as they were previously. In
addition, if immigrants are still discriminated against in their lives and work, the noneconomic

The consequences of experiencing discrimination 15

© 2017 The Author. International Migration © 2017 IOM



benefits weaken, and the retention rate of skilled immigrants in Japan decreases. Because an
increasing number of countries are beginning to experience labour shortages, many countries will
attempt to compete for immigrants, especially skilled immigrants. For Japan to attract more skilled
immigrants and encourage them to stay longer, I suggest that an anti-discrimination law that pro-
tects immigrants in Japan is necessary.
This study has limitations that can offer opportunities for future research. First, as mentioned pre-

viously, the data are not derived from nationally representative samples. Thus, the results might not
be fully accurate. Second, there are no data to explore the hypothesis that skilled immigrants’ psy-
chological well-being is more likely than that of unskilled immigrants to be negatively affected by
discrimination. I explain this result based on social comparison theory. However, other explanations
are possible; for example, the determinants of psychological well-being for immigrants of different
skill levels may be different. Third, due to data limitations, a potential criticism might be that
because both discrimination and life satisfaction were reported by the immigrants themselves,
immigrants’ life satisfaction may also affect how they perceive discrimination; thus, we cannot test
the causal relationship between discrimination and life satisfaction. A panel dataset is needed to
investigate the causal inference between discrimination and well-being in the future.
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