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Climbing the ladder, just not at the same company
Ambitious future leaders are on the move — exposing a growing leadership retention
challenge in Japan

e 65% of non-managerial professionals in their 20s and 30s want to become middle managers

e Those most eager to progress into middle management show higher confidence and activity
in the job market

e 97% of employers say middle managers are important to their organisation

Tokyo, Japan, 28 April 2026 — One in three (34%) younger professionals in Japan who want to move

into management roles and believe that it's necessary are currently job hunting, according to new

findings from global talent solutions partner Robert Walters. Meanwhile, 74% of them say they are

confident in their ability to change jobs.

The findings challenge traditional norms of lifetime employment and raise concerns about the stability
of organisations’ future leadership pipelines. With 97.3% of employers saying middle managers are
indispensable, the very talent organisations are looking to develop into future leaders may also be

the most at risk of leaving.

“The Japanese workforce has traditionally been characterised by long-term employment, where
career progression typically happens within one organisation,” says Jeremy Sampson, CEO North
East Asia & Greater China at Robert Walters. “What we are seeing now is that professionals with the
strongest leadership ambition are also the most willing to move companies to achieve it, which poses

a further challenge for companies looking to retain their most ambitious talent.”

This shift places pressure on talent pipelines, as the professionals that organisations are investing in
today may not be there to step into leadership roles tomorrow. With middle managers playing a critical

role in translating strategy into execution, supporting team performance, and bridging leadership with


https://www.robertwalters.co.jp/en/

frontline employees, retaining this group is becoming increasingly important.

Middle management still seen as an attractive career step

Contrary to the widely held perception that younger professionals are turning away from management
roles, approximately 65% of non-managerial professionals in their 20s and early 30s want to take on

the role of a middle manager.

The most commonly cited motivations include the opportunity to influence team direction and
organisational strategy (34%) and higher earning potential (30%), suggesting that middle
management continues to be viewed as a meaningful and desirable next step, rather than a role to

be avoided.

Not all professionals are equally mobile

While interest in management roles is strong overall, not all professionals show the same level of

confidence in navigating the job market.

Among those who believe middle management is necessary for career progression but do not wish
to pursue it, only 57% say they feel confident in their ability to change jobs, compared to 74% of that

those that do wish to pursue management.

Role design remains a barrier

When asked about factors discouraging professionals from becoming middle managers, the most
cited response was high stress with limited reward (77%). Other factors include limited decision-

making power (9%) and limited creativity (8%).

These perceptions indicate that reluctance towards middle management is less about leadership itself

and more about how the role is currently structured and supported within organisations.

Sampson comments, “Many younger professionals observe middle managers carrying significant



responsibility without corresponding authority or recognition. That gap can encourage employees to

explore other environments where they feel better supported to develop and succeed as managers.”

Rethinking the middle management proposition

Organisations aiming to strengthen their leadership pipeline may need to look beyond training and

promotion frameworks alone.

Areas highlighted by the research include:

o Alignment between responsibility, reward, and recognition
e Clearer decision-making authority and autonomy

¢ Roles that allow managers to contribute to strategy rather than serve solely as operational

intermediaries

“Middle managers are clearly valued by organisations, but value alone does not ensure retention,”
Sampson concludes. “A certain level of employee movement is inevitable. What matters is whether
organisations are creating environments where ambitious professionals can continue to grow,
influence outcomes, and be fairly rewarded — because that is what ultimately sustains this critical

layer of leadership.”
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About Robert Walters Japan:

Established in 1985, Robert Walters is a global talent solutions business operating in 31 countries
across the globe. Robert Walters Japan celebrates its 25" anniversary this year, with two well-
established offices in Tokyo and Osaka. For 25 years, we've been a driving force in the Japanese
recruitment market, providing high quality candidates for our clients and access to the best jobs. Our
consultants are experts in their respective industries and work in teams to provide talent solutions

across a wide range of industries and job categories.



Our three core services are:

e Specialist Professional Recruitment - encompassing permanent and temporary recruitment,
executive search and international career management.

¢ Recruitment Outsourcing - enabling organisations to transfer all, or part of, their recruitment
needs to us either through recruitment process outsourcing (RPO) or contingent workforce
solutions (CWS).

e Talent Advisory - supporting the growth of organisations through Market Intelligence, a Hiring
Inclusivity Roadmap to help companies eliminate bias and barriers in their hiring process, and
a Women's Talent Development Solutions service to foster the next generation of female

leaders in Japan.
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