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Introduction  

The importance of educational credentials for labor market success is a well-established fact 

in sociology and labor economics (Lee and Brinton 1996, 177). Especially graduation from an 

elite university is believed to increase the chances of success in the labor market. It is 

however not known what part of their university linkage leads to success. Are these students 

more capable, better trained and do they have certain characteristic traits, or is the fact that 

they belong to a specific institution the determining factor? This has led me to the question: In 

what way does institutional social capital affect the job hunt of elite university students? This 

question does not only intend to find out in what way elite students are able to make use of 

their institutional social capital, but also whether institutional linkage results into an easier 

recruitment process. Although these are originally two separate questions, they both deserve 

attention because one part includes voluntary usage, while the other is an automatic 

consequence one has no control on. Both of these factors are considered part of the effect of 

institutional social capital and will therefore both be explored in this paper. 

 An important part of the question includes the concept of social capital. Social capital 

is a concept as well as a theory that focuses on the strength of social networks, its usability 

and its influence. It is a concept that is often used to explain social issues and will also be 

used here. The reason why I chose this theoretical framework is because it focuses on the 

relationship between two contacts and the results or benefits it produces. Extensive literature 

has already addressed the relationship between social capital and economic development, 

social control, status attainment, income and the use of contacts during the job search 

(Granovetter, 1995; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 1993). 

  The goal of this paper however, is not to find the general effect of social capital on job 

hunting, but to find out in what way institutional social capital affects elite university students’ 

job hunt. It is however difficult to define these effects because the involvement of universities 
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not only varies per university, but also per country. This paper will therefore focus on the 

hiring practices of a single country, namely Japan. By doing so, we will not only understand 

how the firms in Japan select their employees, we will also understand the role of universities 

during the transition from school to work. The institutional involvement of these schools is 

directly linked to the institutional social capital the students have access to and will thus help 

find an answer to my research question. Japan as a country is particularly interesting because 

its universities are deeply involved in the transition process from school to work, which 

therefore have a greater potential to influence the job hunting outcomes.  

 

Japan’s recruitment practices 

Another reason for examining the case of Japan is because the country has been dealing with 

a recession ever since the burst of the bubble economy which resulted in changing hiring 

practices (Genda 2005, 2). This change in hiring directly influences the current job seekers 

and the possible reliance of their institutional social capital. As a result of the recession, many 

companies in Japan reduced the hiring of fresh graduates in order to protect the middle-aged 

and older workers who are enjoying the promise of lifetime employment (Genda 2005, 2). 

This means that a substantial group of graduates has been unable to find employment upon 

graduation and is said to have given rise to other contemporary social issues such as Freeters, 

Neets, Parasite singles and Hikikomori (Genda 2005; Kosugi 2008; Yamada 1999). It is not 

uncommon for unemployed youths to temporarily struggle with their unemployed status, but 

in a country where hiring fresh graduates over older graduates is the national preference, it 

becomes harder and harder to find employment as time passes by (Kondo 2007; Wright and 

Storey 1994). The employers’ preference for fresh graduates is not something typical for the 

Japanese labor market, but it does increase the pressure on a successful search for a first job 

(Kondo 2007; Sakai and Higuchi 2005). In the past elite university students undoubtedly had 
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an advantage over regular students in the search for a first job. The reason for this was that 

large companies solely accepted applications that included a recommendation from certain 

elite universities (Brinton and Kariya 1998, 196). After harsh critique large companies 

changed their recruitment strategy and firms, at least in theory, have become more accessible 

to students from all universities, but whether this is really true or not remains to be discussed. 

 This research will therefore contribute to this discussion by providing qualitative data 

collected through semi-structured interviews. This will help gain a better understanding of the 

possible advantages or disadvantages of university linkage as it compares the job hunting 

process of both elite universities and that of a more moderate university. To the best of my 

knowledge, no studies have compared the influence of elite and moderate university students’ 

institutional social capital by making use of personal experiences. The results of my research 

show that the two types of universities provide similar forms of support and that all students 

do make use of their institutional capital in some way. 

   For a better understanding of the research results, this paper will start by first 

introducing the theoretical framework. In that chapter, two well-known definitions and their 

related benefits and limitations will be discussed. Thereafter I will discuss some of the most 

influential literature on social capital in relation to job hunting outcomes. This will show what 

effects of social capital have already been discovered and helps us understand the complexity 

of social capital measurement. Finally, I will move on to the analysis of my qualitative study. 

In the study a total of twenty graduates shared their personal job hunting experiences which 

allow me to examine the effects of their institutional social capital. The answers provided by 

my sample were then combined with research data and university provided information taken 

from their website or through direct e-mail contact with the career center of the university.
1
  

                                                           
1
 I only exchanged e-mails with the career center of Nagasaki University. This is because the information on 

their website was insufficient concerning the alumni-catalogue which the elite university websites did provide. I 

will return to this topic later in this paper. 
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Part I Theory and Research 

1. Theoretical framework: Social Capital Theory 

Classically the general term ‘capital’ is used to express the resources an individual has access 

to and it has for a long time been subdivided into economic capital and human capital. 

Economic capital is the command over cash and assets and is usually in a tangible form. Apart 

from economic capital, there is also the so-called human capital which includes knowledge 

and skills that exist in a human being and that are acquired through education and training.
2
 

More recently social capital has been added to the subdivisions as the benefits of social 

relations have become widely acknowledged. As a result, the power of social relationships is 

applied in, for example, policy-making as it is a non-economic solution for social problems 

that can enhance government action. Exactly because the social capital theory attracts so 

much attention and is applied for various reasons it also requires some discussion. As there 

has not been a singular definition to explain all issues, this chapter will start with two major 

definitions of social capital followed by a brief discussion of their usages. A discussion of the 

definition will show the advantages and limitations of the social capital theory.  

 

Bourdieu 

While the use of resources through social relations had been mentioned by several scholars 

before the 1980’s (Ben-Porath 1980; Brown 1965; Lin, Ensel and Vaughn 1981; Lipset, 

Bendix and Malm 1954; Loury 1977; Stigler 1962). It had not been clearly defined until 

Pierre Bourdieu’s Forms of Capital in 1986. In his article, social capital is defined as “The 

aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 

network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” 

                                                           
2
 After the introduction of social capital, human capital is often divided into social capital and cultural capital. 

Cultural capital still refers to the skills and knowledge of an individual, whereas social capital refers to the social 

relationships in a network. 
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(Bourdieu 1986). In other words, social capital is the amount of recourses based on group 

membership, relations and networks.   

    Bourdieu’s definition is similar to that of other scholars, though his usage to explain 

social inequality is where it becomes more interesting. Bourdieu believes that social capital is 

just one of the many ways to maintain class positions and to strengthen inequality. He 

explains himself by stating that the combination of all three types of capital are used to create 

favorable life standards, but that economic capital is the root of all other types of capital. All 

types of capital can be converted to another by following the principle of the conservation of 

energy, which means that profits in one area are paid for at the costs of another (Bourdieu 

1986). Bourdieu also believes that previously acquired capital can be transferred to other 

people, but unlike economic capital, which is directly hereditable, social and cultural capital 

requires time to transfer.  

 

Coleman 

At a similar time as Bourdieu wrote his theory, the American James Coleman also wrote 

about social capital. Both scholars agreed on certain aspects of the definition of social capital, 

but Coleman felt that the rational economic view on social capital was lacking social context. 

Coleman argues that components from both the economic and social streams are necessary to 

create a better understanding of social capital. He therefore proposes a model in which social 

capital is defined as “a variety of entities with two elements in common: they all consist of 

some aspect of social structures and they facilitate certain actions of actors… within the 

structure” (Coleman 1988, S98).  This may seem to be a rather vague definition, but 

according to Coleman social capital is anything that results in individual or collective action 

and is executed by individuals, institutions or organizations.  
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  A major limitation of Coleman’s definition however is that no clear distinction is 

made between the possessors of social capital, which are those who are making demands, the 

sources of social capital, which are those agreeing to the demands, and the resources 

themselves (Portes 1998, 6). This part causes confusion when using the concept of social 

capital, but is not an insurmountable problem as Coleman’s definition of social capital still 

introduces the concept in a way that highlights its importance in the attainment of human 

capital and the ways in which it is generated (Portes 1998, 6). 

 

Functions  

Coleman highlights the role of social capital in daily life and argues that social capital fulfills 

certain functions. Social capital is a sort of tool to share information, create norms, obligations 

and sanctions and finally is also used to promote or restrict action (Burt 1997; Coleman 1988, 

1990; Lin 2001; Putnam 1993). One of the main aspects of Coleman’s model is that social 

relationships create obligations and expectations. For instance, if A does something for B and 

trusts B to reciprocate in the future, this will establish an expectation in A and an obligation 

on the part of B. This obligation then becomes a credit slip held by A and can be called in if 

necessary. In a social environment where obligations are respected, the open credit slips can 

become useful intangible resources that can be drawn upon. Similar to Bourdieu’s idea of 

capital transmission, these open credit slips can transform into different forms of capital and 

benefit an actor immediately or on the long run.  

  Like the fungibility of the different forms of capital, another generally accepted feature 

of social capital is that social capital of the family and social capital in the community play an 

important role in the development of cultural capital for the next generation. In most cases the 

family is the main actor who needs to transfer the family’s existing human capital which is 

mainly done by social interaction. No matter the amount of cultural capital, without social 
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interaction the acquired knowledge of a parent will not be transferred to the child (Coleman 

1988, 110). Of course this is also true for a teacher who educates students in school. Through 

teaching a teacher transfers his or her knowledge to the students and stimulates them to 

develop their cultural capital.  

Coleman states that in principle social capital is a neutral resource that can be used to 

produce fruitful or harmful results. Which of these results come to light depend entirely on the 

actor who uses it.
3
 As social capital causes social control it can be the source of public goods, 

but it can also lead to less desirable effects such as mafia, prostitution and gangs (Portes 1998, 

18). In short, social capital can strengthen norms and values, but when these values are 

completely different from the public good, they can also be used for negative purposes and 

through group pressure be implemented on members’ behavior.  

 

The above discussed authors with their definitions of social capital have had great influence 

on the research and discussions that followed and are often cited in contemporary literature as 

a way to introduce the social capital theory (e.g. Adler and Kwon 2002; Lee and Brinton 

1996; Lin 2001). Although many scholars refer to these two authors and discuss their visions, 

there has not been a general definition of the term social capital because there still is a lack of 

consensus between the resources and the possessors. Many authors who make use of the 

concept therefore make use of their own definition (e.g. Fukuyama 2002; Lin 2001; Putnam 

1993, 1995; Portes 1998). Here in this paper, social capital is defined as “The ability of actors 

to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social structures” 

(Portes 1998, 6). This definition is chosen because it separates the actors from the benefits 

which will help form a clearer picture of the effects that social capital has on an individual’s 

job hunt. 

                                                           
3 For more literature on the positive or negative results of social capital see (Portes 1998; Putnam 1993; Sandefur 

and Lauman 1998; Waldinger 1995).  
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  The social capital theory by itself is however still a broad concept that does not help 

create a better insight in the strength or degree of influence that elite universities have on the 

job hunting outcomes. Therefore, this paper will make a distinction between ‘personal social 

capital’ and ‘institutional social capital’. Personal social capital refers to a person’s ties to 

family, friends and acquaintances who can function as a source of information or as mediator 

between a job seeker and a possible employer (Brinton 2011, 51). Institutional social capital 

refers to information and introductions that are brought about by the main institution that a 

person belongs to at a certain point in life, in this case the university (Brinton 2011, 51). I 

make this distinction because the goal of this paper is to find out in what way the institutional 

social capital of elite students helps them find employment. Before one is able to find out 

what the power of one’s institutional social capital actually is, it is wise to take a look at the 

empirical literature that focuses on the relation between social capital and the job search 

process. A review of this literature is beneficial because it helps understand the mechanisms 

that cause students to find employment more efficiently.  
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2. Literature on networking as a job search behavior  

Ever since Bourdieu’s introduction of the social capital theory in 1986, the concept caught the 

attention of many scholars and became a popular topic of discussion. Most of the influential 

literature and empirical research are in response to the debate about the usage and effects of 

social capital (e.g. Brinton 2011; Burt 1992; Fernandez and Weinberg, 1997; Lin 1999, 

Marsden and Hurlbert, 1988). The reason for discussion is because the social capital theory is 

often used to serve as an explanation for social issues such as the relationship between social 

networks and occupational status attainment, the inflation of educational credentials, 

inequality amongst gender and race, and most closely related to this research, networking and 

hiring practices (e.g. Kariya 2011; Lin 1999; McDonald, Lin and Ao. 2009; Parks-Yancy 

2006). Exactly because so many scholars responded, collaborated and added to each other’s 

research there is now a variety of literature concerning social networks in relation to job 

hunting outcomes. Here, in this chapter, some of the most important literarily works on 

networking will be examined and their influence on the development of the social capital 

theory will be discussed. All the literature that will be discussed here has helped form a 

clearer image of what social capital exactly is; what the functions of social relations are; how 

social networks can be used and; what labor market outcomes social contacts can bring about. 

Although there are many words used to describe social relations, here in this paper, all 

relations and networks a person has access to directly refer to and are considered a part of 

one’s social capital.     

 

Strength of tie proposition 

Even before social capital was introduced as a theory, the importance of relationships and 

networks were well known and examined (Brown 1965; Lin, Ensel and Vaughn 1981; Lipset, 

Bendix and Malm 1954; Stigler 1962). A huge boost was given to the literature when in 1973 
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Granovetter published his groundbreaking article “The strength of weak ties”. In his now 

classic article he provides a detailed explanation about the linkages or ties between actors and 

the effects of these ties. In his study first published in 1974 he found that 65 percent of those 

who obtained their jobs through contacts saw them infrequently. Therefore Granovetter 

argues that casual friends, weak ties, serve a more important role in providing information and 

exerting influence than strong ties as they have a more extensive reach. Even in recent 

literature, Granovetter’s empirical findings in support of the role of weak contacts are widely 

cited and discussed (Bakshy et al. 2012; Bian and Huang 2015; Burke and Kraut 2013; 

Franzen and Hargartner 2006). Thus although it might seem as if close friendship brings about 

more benefits, this does not necessarily have to be the case when it comes to an information 

depend action such as job hunting. In job hunting the quality, as well as the quantity of social 

ties are determining factors. Automatically a larger network means more exposure to valuable 

information and referrals, but if the same information keeps going around in the group it will 

not help to create new opportunities. Therefore a large and diverse network is the best 

guarantee of being connected with a person who passes on useful information.  

  This large and diverse network can be created by being directly involved in several 

social groups, but someone can also get connected with the help of a mediating person who 

can form a bridge or link that passes on information. The bridge between the two groups is 

what Burt (1992) calls structural holes. These bridging structural holes however are not so 

much about the strength of relations, but rather the position of the mediating agent and the 

role he fulfills. This is because even though weak ties can provide access to varied 

information, there is no actual reason why a weak tie actor should share this information. The 

agent is an entrepreneur of the information and is also in control of the information flow, so 

the closer individuals are to a bridge in a network, the better the social capital they access and 

the better the information they receive (Lin 2001, 71). 
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Strength of position proposition 

Another factor that is believed to influence labor market outcomes such as occupational status 

and wage is not the strength of the tie, but rather the hierarchical position of the contact. 

Analysis of a social contact’s status on employment outcomes show that the higher the status 

of the contact is, the more information the contact possesses and the more influence the 

contact can exert on behalf of the job seeker (Bian and Ang 1997; De Graaf and Flap 1988; 

Lin 1999; Marsden and Hurlbert 1988; Volker and Flap 1999; Wegener 1991). This will result 

in better help from the contact, but it does not result in the same occupational status as that of 

the contact himself. As can be seen in figure 2.1 a person needs to make use of a contact at 

higher levels of the hierarchy as the destination will most likely be lower than the status of the 

used contact (Lin, Ensel and Vaughn 1981, 396).  

 

Figure 2.1 The use of Social Resources in a Hierarchical Social Structure 

 
Source: Lin, Ensel and Vaughn 1981, 396 

 

Even though weak ties lead to better social resources, the value of these weak ties depend on 

the job seeker’s original status. Weak ties seem to provide a constant benefit regardless of the 

initial status as they tend to lead to high status contacts (Bian 1997, 381). Strong ties however, 

provide little benefit when the original status is low because of homogeneity. On the other 

hand when the original position is closer to the apex of the hierarchy, strong ties prove to 
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become more important as they are already close to the top and already similar to the high 

status contact (Lin, Ensel and Vaughn 1981, 399).  

  The analysis until this far has not been able to prove that the effect of weak ties 

decreases when one’s status rises, it has only showed that strong ties become more helpful 

when the contact is higher in the hierarchical structure. Therefore it comes as no surprise that 

those in lower positions in the labor market, such as low-skilled workers, are motivated to 

make use of their weak-tie connections to climb the hierarchical ladder (Dustmann, Glitz and 

Schönberg 2011; Ioannidis and Loury 2004; Marsden and Hurlbert 1988; Wahba and Zenou 

2005). 

  Even though individuals can make use of their social capital and have good 

qualifications, they are not only completely dependent on the firm’s hiring practices. Their 

hiring success is also influenced by the composition of employees that are already working 

for the firm (McDonald, Lin and Ao 2009, 388). When two candidates with equal 

qualifications apply for a job, then the gendered and racialized character of the job and the 

continuing need for homogeneity may deny access to the candidate who is most different 

from the group. 

Because this an interesting hiring practice that requires attention there has been done more 

research on the influence of race, gender and inequality in relation to job hunting (e.g. 

Belliveau 2005; Mcdonald, Lin and Ao 2009; Parks-Yancy 2006; Son and Lin 2012). I will 

however not discuss this here any further, but instead continue with the most influential party 

in the whole hiring process, namely the employer. 

 

The demand side of the labor market 

While there is a rich literature focusing on the supply side of the labor market, only more 

recently scholars have started to focus on the demand side and the social networks that 
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employers make use of (e.g. Burt 1997; Fernandez and Weinberg 1997; Pellizzari 2004, 

2010). Since time and resources for recruiting are valuable, it is no surprise that employers too 

like to make use of their company’s social capital in order to reduce screening costs. In line 

with the idea of contacts often being similar to each other it is expected that candidates who 

are employee referrals often are better suited for the job. 

 According to Fernandez, Castilla and Moore (2000) firms are expecting returns from 

referrals in different ways. Referrals provide a richer pool of candidates, facilitate a better 

match, help the new employee to make a smoother transition and referrals are less likely to 

quit. The composition of the pool is enriched in the sense that referrals only introduce job 

candidates that display appropriate job qualifications because their own reputation is at stake. 

(Fernandez, Castilla and Moore 2000; Fernandez and Weinberg 1997; Franzen and 

Hangartner 2006; Pellizzari 2010). One of the reasons why referrals can help find qualified 

candidates is because they are usually well informed about the qualifications and education of 

a worker (Franzen and Hangartner 2006, 356). The referral in this case serves as a filter that 

reduces screening costs and increases the chance of a good match (Brown, Setren and Topa 

2012; Franzen and Hangartner 2006; Galenianos 2013; Simon and Warner 1992). At the 

highest levels of management social capital even seems to be more important than cultural 

capital. When for example an ICT company is searching for a CEO, they will search for 

experienced managers with great social skills rather than computer expertise (Lin 2001, 96). 

Another benefit of using contacts for hiring is that when a new employee is hired, the contact 

most likely will help the new employee get accustomed to the new job and monitor them, 

which make them more productive (Pellizzari 2010, 3). Finally job seekers who used informal 

contacts are less likely to quit, therefore reducing recruitment costs (Brown, Setren and Topa 

2012; Dustmann, Glitz and Schönberg 2011).  
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In short companies derive benefits from hiring employee referrals as they are often 

similar to the employees, pre-screened by the referrer, more productive and less likely to 

leave the company. This way of hiring reduces recruitment costs while maintaining the 

quality of a job match. Job seekers obviously also benefit from this hiring practice because 

they are able to find employment. Until thus far empirical research has proved that having a 

large diverse network increases the chances of finding employment, but what other effects 

does the use of social capital have on employment outcomes? 

 

Network influence on wage 

Many scholars believe that the use of social contacts to find employment contribute in the job 

search. There is however, still much discussion about the exact effects of informal contacts 

usage. Especially the influence of informal contacts on wage has created varied empirical 

results. A raise of wage was discovered for workers who found their job with the help of 

informal contacts (Bayer, Ross and Topa 2008; Brown, Setren and Topa 2011; Marmaros and 

Sacerdote 2002). It is argued that the effect of contacts on wage is most notable right after 

entering the firm, but that the effect declines with tenure (Brown, Setren and Topa 2012; 

Dustman, Glitz and Schönberg 2011; Galenianos 2013). On the other hand many scholars, 

who also conducted research about the effects of social networks on labor market outcomes, 

concluded that the network has a negative effect on income (Chua 2011; De Graaf and Flap 

1988; Flap and Boxman 2001; Franzen and Hangartner 2006) This negative effect on wage is 

most notable in industries where companies invest greatly in formal recruitment activities 

(Pellizzari 2004, 2010). When deciding their investment in recruitment, firms compare the 

costs of intensive screening with the benefits of more accurately selected workers. Firms are 

more likely to undertake formal recruiting investments for high productivity jobs and 

positions such as management positions that require training and where the costs of turnover 
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are substantial (Pellizzarri 2010, 24). Furthermore it has been argued that men who used 

informal sources to exert influence tend to enter smaller sized firms (Granovetter 1995; 

Marsden and Hurlbert 1988). This is because not only the hiring process is cheaper, but also 

because the lower bureaucratization of small firms make them also more receptive to 

recommendations (Marsden and Hurlbert 1988, 1050). 

  While there has not been any conclusive data about the usage of informal contacts on 

wages, there is reason to believe that individuals who have been referred by a weak tie are 

expecting a higher wage which raises their reservation wage (Montgomery 1992, 589). The 

reservation wage is the lowest acceptable wage in a new job and usually any wage higher than 

the reservation wage will therefore result in acceptance of the offered job. In general, 

information flows through individuals and networks and individuals who have a large 

network will be able to get access to more information. Of course the quality of the infor-

mation depends on the composition of the network. When assuming that bigger networks lead 

to more and better information about job opportunities. Then job seekers who have a large 

network will also have a higher reservation wage and a higher realized wage (Montgomery 

1992, 588). Montgomery however argues that the use of ties does not result in higher wages, 

but instead in lower wages. Because job seeking is a time consuming and costly action, the 

faster a job has been found, the better. Obviously the higher the reservation wage, the longer 

one needs to continue searching before finding a job that matches the reservation wage. The 

reservation wage is therefore directly influenced by the number of job offers an individual 

receives and may decline over time. Montgomery adds that although wage is often used to 

measure someone’s success, it is useless when trying to assess the effect of good connections 

in the job search, especially when an individual makes use of both formal and informal 

methods. Instead of looking at wage and contact usage, one must look at the structure and 

composition of the network and its labor market outcomes (Montgomery 1992, 593). 



18 
 

In the literature there is a consensus that social network contacts can be useful for finding 

employment, but in what ways exactly networks effect job hunting opportunities is still 

unclear. The literature discussed here has helped form a clearer picture of what social capital 

is and what factors are important. We now know that network composition, density, tie 

strength and bridges, all seems to influence the outcomes of social contact usage on job 

hunting. Still lacking however is the research on the impact of each of these factors and the 

exact relevance to labor market outcomes. Social capital is a concept that is not easy to 

measure, not even when using the various techniques the scholars, discussed in this chapter, 

have used. One of the reasons for varied labor market outcomes, as stated before, is that the 

results of using social capital depend on the size of the firm and investment in recruitment 

practices. Another reason explaining the difference in social capital usage may lay in the 

nationally structured hiring system of fresh graduates. In the next chapter I will discuss the 

Japanese hiring system of fresh graduates and show in what type of society Japanese elite 

university students are applying their social capital. 
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Part II The use of resources 

3. Methodology  

An effective way to study the effects of elite students’ institutional social capital is to compare 

their job hunt with that of students of non-elite universities. In this chapter I will only focus 

on the job hunting methods the students have made use of and leave out the discussion on the 

influence of cultural capital and personal productivity.
4
 This way it becomes clear whether or 

not elite students make more profit out of their institutional social capital. After examining the 

methods students have made use of, I will move on to examine the job hunting outcomes of 

the students and search for possible explanations in relation to their institutional social capital. 

If their job hunting success is the result of their membership of a certain university, then this 

factor should not be ignored. For this study I used semi-structured interviews which were then 

combined with research data and university provided information taken from their websites or 

through direct e-mail contact with a university’s career center. A combination of this data 

shows what help was provided by the university and thus what resources the students had 

access to. It will also explain more about the membership of a university, the social relation 

itself, and the possible success that comes from their membership. 

 

Research method 

For this study a total of twenty graduates agreed to participate. Out of this group, exactly ten 

graduated from Japanese elite universities such as Keio University (8), Waseda University (1) 

and Tokyo University (1). The other group of ten students graduated from a more moderate 

university, namely Nagasaki University.
5
 The choice to interview graduates from these 

schools was based on the Truly Strong University Ranking released by Toyo Keizai in 2014. 

                                                           
4
 For a discussion on the effect of education on labor market outcomes see (Blundell, Dearden and Sianesi 2005; 

Hanushek, Woessmann and Zhang 2011; Oreopoulos and Salvanes 2011; Riddell and Song 2011). 
5
  Nagasaki University is one of the 86 national universities (Mext 2015). 
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Toyo Keizai is a book and magazine publisher that specializes in Japanese politics and 

economics. Apart from their weekly magazines they also release a yearly university ranking 

list (Toyo Keizai 2014a, 2015a). The three elite universities of my sample are in the top ten of 

this ranking and are considered elite universities. This ranking is unique because it ranks 

universities on multidimensional indicators related to financial strength, education and 

research quality and graduate prospects where most other ranking systems evaluate the 

university’s strength by ranking the entrance difficulty. While the entrance difficulty ranking 

does say something about the ability of the students themselves, it does not make universities 

elite universities if their students are unsuccessful in their further career. The group of 

participants consists of both genders in equal numbers for both the elite and moderate 

university sample, thus five men and five women for both categories. This selection was 

purposely made in order to refrain from any gendered discussion, as this is not the goal of this 

study. The sample further consists primarily of respondents who obtained a bachelor degree 

from social sciences without any specialized technical skills. An exception was made for two 

elite university students who both studied in the department of science and engineering, but 

were both employed in completely different fields such as sales and consulting. Of the 

participants all were aged between 22 and 26 years old and had graduated no more than three 

years ago at the time they were interviewed. Finally all participants are employed as regular 

employees with the prospects of promotion. 

  In order to find out how and why graduates made their decision I used semi-structured 

interviews so their stories could emerge freely and participants were free to elaborate on what 

they viewed as significant to their decision making. All interviews followed a predetermined 

list of questions, but occasionally their order was changed or questions were added to create a 

complete story. The interviews were conducted with the help of Skype as the interviewer and 

participants were unable to meet in person. All participants were interviewed once, which on 
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average took between 25 and 30 minutes. After the interviews were finished certain patterns 

were discovered which gave rise to more questions which then were asked using an online 

chat program. All interviews were recorded and thereafter transcribed. The transcripts were 

then examined and the main categories identified and coded for easier analysis. For a better 

understanding of the institutional involvement and effect of its linkage, the students were 

asked various questions about four major topics: 

Job hunting support:  

When trying to explain the employment rate of universities, it is important to understand how 

much support and guidance universities offer their students to make a smooth transfer from 

school to work. The guidance can be offered in various forms such as the availability of a 

university’s career center, lectures and workshops, or a teacher providing advice for confused 

students. Apart from the guidance offered by their institution, students may also have used 

their personal social capital.  

Job search channels:  

Information about job opportunities can be gained through various search methods such as job 

fairs, seniors, friends and other methods such as newspaper advertisements and the internet. In 

order to find out how and if the institutional social capital benefitted the students in their 

search, the respondents were asked to explain what kind of job search methods they had used.  

University linkage:  

Being a member of a group can have many different effects, but in this study the goal is to 

find out in what way belonging to a university affects the job hunting process. The most direct 

approach is to therefore ask the respondents whether they felt that attendance at their 

university affected their job hunting process in any way. This personal interpretation of their 

university linkage helps understand the various effects of their institutional social capital. 
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Job hunting success:  

A successful job hunt of course ends with the promise of employment, or naitei, but before 

students can actually get a naitei they will have to fill out application forms and undertake a 

series of interviews and tests. The number of applications, interviews and following naitei can 

give insight in the employment success rate of the students. By then comparing the success 

rate of elite university students and Nagasaki University students we can estimate their job 

hunting strength. Is their strength determined by membership of a certain university or are 

more personal reasons an explanation for success? 

 

Although there are several methods to measure the success of students, my respondents were 

not good candidates to actually measure employment satisfaction and status attainment.
6
 This 

is because my sample consists of respondents who have graduated no more than three years 

ago. Throughout their career incomes will start to vary, but for the entrance position no 

meaningful variables for income were found. The qualitative data collected through the semi-

structured interviews allow us to gain a better insight in the personal experience of graduating 

job seekers. Although the number of interviewees is too low to make any general claims 

concerning the use of institutional social capital during a job hunt, it does show us that there 

are more complex factors influencing the whole job hunting process. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Research about the relation between social capital and status attainment can be found in (Lin 1999; Lin, Ensel 

and Vaughn 1981; Son and Lin 2012; Volker and Flap 1999; Wegener 1991). 
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4. Job hunting support  

In this chapter the institutional social capital that students have access to will be examined. 

This will be done by looking at the resources, in this case the available support and services, 

provided by the university. These resources heavily influence the job opportunities an 

individual hears about and will help increase the chances of a successful job match. 

 

Career center 

In order for students to learn the ins and outs of job hunting, they might need some advice on 

certain topics. Student need to learn the regulated schedule, the application procedures and the 

job hunting manners that are basic knowledge for job seekers. This information can easily be 

found in the university’s career center as it is the designated place that gathers all the 

information related to job hunting. At the career center, students can ask for career advice, 

receive help on writing the application forms, practice for interviews and hear all the news 

about upcoming career events (Nagasaki University 2015b; Keio University 2015b; Tokyo 

University 2015b; Waseda University 2015b). While all sample universities do have a career 

center, not all students feel the need to visit the center. Interestingly, only the students from 

Nagasaki University were positive about the usage of the career center. “I went to the career 

center to collect information, learn about job hunting strategies and practice for job interviews. 

I wanted to practice and ask for advice, yes, that is why I went to the career center” (Aoki, 26, 

male, Nagasaki University). Although many of the Nagasaki University students visited the 

career center, nine out of ten elite university students answered that they simply did not go to 

the career center. One student further explained “I am a student from the department of 

science and engineering and most of my seniors continue to study after their bachelor. For 4
th

 

year students like me they have almost no information available at the career center, so I did 

not really make use of it” (Yamamoto, 25, female, Keio University). From the answers 
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provided by my sample, it seems that students of elite universities are less likely to visit the 

career center for support than their counterparts at Nagasaki University. A detailed 

explanation for their choice was however not provided by most students, but would be good 

to explore in further research.  

  Especially for students who are looking for specific information like Yamamoto, the 

elite universities of my sample allow access to their electronic catalogue where students can 

look up seniors themselves (Keio University, 2015d; Tokyo University 2015d; Waseda 

University 2015d). This service can be accessed through the career center and this was 

actually the only reason why the single elite student went to visit the center.
7
 In the Keio 

University’s catalogue for example, students can look up personal details and contact 

information of about 6000 graduates. There is also a search option that allows the student to 

search the 1800 different companies where graduates are currently working for (Keio 

University 2015c). This way the students can freely contact seniors and arrange a personal 

meeting where they are free to ask questions at will. Interestingly this type of catalogue to 

look up seniors is not available at the career center of Nagasaki University. The reason why 

Nagasaki University does not have this type of catalogue is because it does not want spread 

personal information about their alumni (Hashiguchi, email to author, July 6, 2015). The elite 

universities too are aware that they are spreading personal information, but continue their 

service. Waseda University for example mentions on their website that they receive their list 

of names from companies that favor their university. They therefore warn the students who 

make use of the list to behave well and not to damage the precious relationship between the 

company and the university (Waseda University 2015d). Even though the catalogue-service is 

offered it seems that many elite university students got in touch with an alumnus through a 

different way, I will return to this topic later in this chapter.   

                                                           
7
 Waseda University however also allows online access from other computers than those placed in the career 

center (Waseda University 2015e). 
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Job hunting seminars 

Another reason for students not to go to the career center is because they had already gathered 

useful information from another source. One of these sources for instance are lectures 

organized by the university. All universities from my sample offered general lectures that 

focus on job hunting manners, application methods, job interview training, group discussion 

practice and other necessary preparations (Keio University 2014; Nagasaki University 2015c; 

Tokyo University 2015c; Waseda University 2015c). Nagasaki University also did the effort 

to create department-specific seminars on the university grounds where alumni could come to 

explain about their job hunting experiences and give advice (Hashiguchi, email to author, July 

7, 2015). “I did not go to the career center, but when a senior who is already working, came to 

school I went to listen to his lecture. There was also a day were 4
th

 year students, who already 

received a letter of acceptance, were explaining about their job hunt” (Oka, 25, female, 

Nagasaki University).  

  The participation at job hunting seminars is extremely high at the University of 

Nagasaki. Nine respondents answered that they had followed one or more courses arranged by 

their university. This is in contrast with the responses of the elite university graduates who 

mostly did not follow any courses. Although not all participants responded to this follow-up 

question, five elite students clearly stated that they did not go to any seminar and only two 

students participated once.
8
 Again Yamamoto argues that her major was the reason for not 

participating. “I was in the department of a science and engineering so my seniors would not 

even be there. I was a rather rare case so nobody had the same pattern as me. It would not be 

useful to me anyway and besides, I was busy with my club activities and classes so I decided 

not to go” (Yamamoto, 25, female, Keio University). 

   

                                                           
8
 This follow-up question was asked through an online chat program which resulted in seven responses. 
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 In short, both the moderate and elite universities offer their students various forms of support. 

The first type of support that is provided by all universities is the career center’s services. The 

career center is the designated place where students can go to and ask for guidance. This 

guidance however requires the students to take an active approach towards support and take 

the first step themselves. At the career centers of the elite universities the special service of an 

alumni-catalogue is set up which allows students to contact alumni and to set up a meeting. 

Although Yamamoto did not make use of this specific service, it might have been useful if she 

contacted one of her seniors who, just like her, followed a different career path. Nagasaki 

University on the other hand does not provide this service because it wishes to protect 

personal information.  

  The second form of support is provided in the form of lectures on job hunting. These 

lectures are however not compulsory and it seems that many students of elite universities use 

other methods to gain the basic information they need. Students of Nagasaki University 

however make a lot of use of the services provided by the career center. Part of this reason 

may be because the university not only offers general lectures, but also informative lectures 

aimed at every single department. This type of lectures is however not offered by the elite 

universities of my sample. From the answers provided here, it seems that the quality of the 

service provided by the career center plays an important role, as well as the major of the 

student. If the service is not matched to the personal needs of the students they are of course 

less likely to make use of the service. Also the personal attitude towards job hunting has a 

great influence on the usage of the institutional social capital that is provided. 
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5. Job search channels  

Job fairs and company presentations  

One of the most easy ways to gain information about a certain firm, job or field of work is by 

attending company presentations. For still orientating students the participation in a job fair 

may be most beneficial because many different companies will gather there. At these job fairs 

companies are able to present themselves to the students in a presentation wherein they will 

talk about the company’s history, main policy, future and hiring plans (Rikunabi 2015a). 

Depending on the size of the crowd, there will also be a question and answering moment 

where students actively need to participate in. Because the recruiters at these presentations 

will return later in the hiring process it is important for the students to leave a good 

impression (Rikunabi 2015a). This means that students need to stay focused during the whole 

session which can be stressful and tiring as they might need to attend several presentations a 

day without much of a break (Waseda University 2015a).  

  Throughout the year there are several opportunities to attend a job fair. Some job fairs 

are organized by job hunting websites such as Mynabi or Rikunabi, but universities also take 

on the role of organizer.
9
 The four universities of my sample organized company 

presentations and job fairs on campus themselves. All ten of the Nagasaki University 

graduates have participated in one or more job fairs or company presentations organized by 

their own university, whereas only five students of the elite universities did the same. The 

single Tokyo University student of the sample, answered that he did not go to job fairs of the 

university because “There were no job fairs held by the university, at least not that I know of” 

(Hashimoto, 26, male, Tokyo University). A possible explanation for this unawareness might 

                                                           
9 Myanbi and Rikunabi are informative websites where job hunters can browse through information on how to 

do job hunting, find when and where job fairs are held and are offered seminars. The websites also keeps track of 

all the research data in relation to job hunting and are used as a tool to apply to companies (Rikunabi 2015b; 

Mynabi 2015a). 
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be that there was not enough promotion of the event, although of course the student himself 

might be to blame, because these events are promoted on the website of the university and 

within the career center.  

Job fair and company presentation organization  

The way in which the job fairs are organized varies extremely per university. Nagasaki 

University for example was able to gather an impressive number of 210 companies at their 3-

day job fair (Nagasaki University 2015a). Although this is a great number that allows students 

to wander at many different company stands, it does make it hard to filter what company 

would be a good match for them. As mentioned before, company presentations are quite 

intensive and require a well-planned schedule or else there will not be enough time to visit 

most stands at the job fair. So, even though the university did a great job of gathering that 

many companies, most students would only be able to visit 15 to 25 companies during the 

entire event. In the same month all of my sample universities organized job fairs, but the 

biggest was organized by Waseda University (Nagasaki University 2015a; Keio University 

2015a; Tokyo University 2015a; Waseda University 2015a). Waseda’s job fair was a 12-day 

long event that gathered more than 500 different companies (Waseda University 2015a). With 

5 presentation rounds every day, students were able to visit a total of 60 company 

presentations during the whole event. Waseda students’ institutional social capital allows 

them to orientate themselves and become familiar with a much larger number of companies. 

The flow of information set in motion by these job fairs can possibly be the key to a 

successful match between graduate and employer. 

  From the answers given by my sample both Keio University and Nagasaki University 

do not only organize job fairs, they also creates the opportunity for a single company to come 

to the university and give a presentation wherein they can inform the students about their 
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business.
10

 “I went to several company presentations, but I did not go to all of them. Hmm, 

maybe I went to 5 or 6. I went to 4 individual company presentations and 2 times I went to a 

job fair were about 20 companies participated. There were many interesting companies. Due 

to the presentations, I think I applied to 5 or 6 companies” (Hirakawa, 23, male, Nagasaki 

University). Due to clear promotion of company presentations many students were able to 

participate and gain more information. As a result, 7 out of the10 Nagasaki University 

graduates replied that the company presentations and job fairs organized by their home 

university were useful. As a result of visiting the job fairs several students applied to the 

visiting companies. This way Nagasaki University encourages its students to make use of the 

institute’s social capital, which in this case are the resources provided, and improve the 

chances of success. For the elite university graduates the usefulness seems to be valued less. 

Only 5 students participated in such events and only 3 of them believed it was beneficial and 

were glad they took part in the presentations. It could be that these students rather liked to 

make use of different sources to gain information, sources such as for example, informal 

contacts. 

 

Alumni and other informal contacts 

That the help of informal contacts is highly valued becomes even more evident when listening 

to the stories shared by my sample. Some students explained that they were able to meet with 

a senior or got introduced to someone who worked at a company and was willing to give them 

more detailed information about that company. Most students really wanted to hear an actual 

worker speak about his or her job and company. “When hearing the company presentations all 

companies seem interesting. I listened to ten presentations and thought that all of the 

                                                           
10

 Information about single company presentations was only accessible through the Website of Nagasaki 

University (Nagasaki University 2015c). The other universities of my sample did not mention other events than 

job fairs and job hunting seminars on their websites. Several respondents of my sample however mentioned that 

they participated in a single company presentation at Keio University. 
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companies were good… At the presentation recruiters will only tell you the good things, but a 

senior will not only tell you the positive, he will also tell you the negative” (Noguchi, 23,  

male, Nagasaki University). This kind of informative meetings with seniors can therefore be 

very useful and help students decide what company to apply for and what companies they can 

better avoid. “The seniors who are now working explained many things about the company 

which was very helpful. When you are a student you have a certain image of what the 

company and the job will be like, but it can turn out to be completely different in real life” 

(Yamanaka, 25, female, Keio University). It seems that amongst the various job search 

channels, students are also heavily relying on their informal contacts. These informal contacts 

mostly consist of seniors and alumni who they were able to meet by making use of their own 

social network created within the group instead of the alumni-catalogue. 

  From the answers provided by my sample it seems that the students were able to get in 

touch with their seniors through various ways. Some seniors were found in the same faculty, 

others were found through club membership or seminars. The reliance on these contacts may 

be heavier than that on the service provided by their university. One elite student rather met 

with a senior than participating in company presentations and job fairs organized on campus. 

“I had already agreed to consult with one of my seminar seniors… Usually the job fairs and 

company presentations were planned in the afternoon, but the meetings with my senior were 

also in the afternoon, so they overlapped. I did not have time to go to the presentations” 

(Hagio, 26, female, Keio University). Other elite students too made use of informal contacts, 

seven of the elite students responded that they believed these contacts were useful and that 

they had received an introduction through a senior. “My seniors are working for pretty good 

companies, so if I could get an introduction through them, I was able to meet with pretty high 

ranking employees” (Hashimoto, 26, male, Tokyo University). Three graduates of Nagasaki 

University were also glad to have received introductions from informal contacts. These 
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students not only made use of their seniors but also their teachers and friends from the 

university.  

 It is however interesting that whereas in the past teachers were very involved in 

writing recommendations and mediating in the school to work transition, now only one 

respondent experienced direct involvement of her teacher (Brinton and Kariya, 1998; Brinton 

2011). “My professor recommended me to companies where his former students are currently 

working. Another teacher who was close to a certain company was told that ‘The company is 

currently recruiting and is looking for fresh graduates’ so in total I got recommended to more 

than ten companies” (Oka, 25, female, Nagasaki University). Although the recommendations 

of the teachers may have been useful and allowed her further in the recruitment process, they 

did not result into employment. An exact reason for this mismatch was however not given. 

  It thus seems that the informal contacts play an important role in the job hunt as they 

are viewed as a more neutral source of information. The help of these contacts allowed some 

of the students to meet with higher ranking employees and thus served an important mediating 

role between employer and student. The most important role that these contacts fulfill is 

however, not to directly refer them to a company, but rather to provide information. The 

career centers, job fairs and informal contacts my sample have made use of up until this point, 

are the social resources the students had access to only because they are members of a specific 

group. The next resource however is accessible to all job seeking students. 

 

Using the internet as a job search channel 

Another source that all students of my sample used and that heavily influenced the 

information flow and job hunting procedure from beginning to end is the always available 

internet. Whereas in the past information was directly passed on from one person to the other 

and was not available for just anyone, the internet has become a globally accessible source of 
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information about almost any topic and thus also about job hunting in Japan. The recent 

reliance on the internet has also been documented in the studies done by the government’s 

general affairs. Whereas in 2001, 72 percent of the university and college students used job 

hunting magazines as a source of information, this percentage dropped to 60.5 percent in 2010 

(General affairs 2011). The Mobile Marketing Data Labo also performed a survey in 2013 and 

asked almost 500 recent graduates how they had gathered their job hunting information 

(Senou 2013). According to their survey the biggest information sources are job hunting 

websites such as Mynabi and Rikunabi.  

Figure 5.1 Online job hunting activities

Source: Senou 2013 

Note: This figure was translated by the author 

 

My sample too made great use of the internet and when asking for what purpose they had 

used the internet, everybody answered that it was in order to gain more information. 

Registering at Mynabi or Rikunabi, searching for interesting companies, checking out a 

company’s homepage and doing online applications, it is the everyday business of a job 

hunter. My respondents replied in the same way as the survey and show that there are more 

sources to gain information from than just from the institutional or personal network. Now 

that the resources of the students are clear, the discussion will move on to the other factors 

that have influenced the job hunting outcomes of my sample. 
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Part III Effects of institutional linkage 

In this chapter the effects of university linkage on job hunting outcomes will be introduced 

first. Then, the job hunting success of both the elite universities and Nagasaki University will 

be measured and discussed. Finally two other factors, namely internship opportunities and 

location of the company in relation to job hunting outcomes will be examined. 

 

6. University linkage  

Up until this point several important factors in relation to job hunting have been discussed, 

but the real effect of a university’s name has yet to be completely studied. With this in mind 

the respondents were asked whether they felt any effect of their university’s name while they 

were busy doing job hunting activities. This same question was also asked to 1000 men and 

women who started working in the period from 1970 to 2010. The results show that 59.7 

percent of the respondents felt a considerable effect of their university’s origin and that 35 

percent of the people responded that they felt a little influence (President online 2012). This 

means that a total of about 95 percent did indeed feel influence of their university’s name 

while searching for employment (President online 2012). My sample too responded in a 

similar way and felt the effect of their institutional social capital. Although not all students 

felt that their university’s name influenced their job hunt, many students did feel that their 

institutional linkage had several consequences. The students of both the elite and moderate 

universities provided answers that show there are several notable ways in which they 

experience the effects of their university’s name or linkage.  

  The first effect brought up by my respondents is that there are many seniors working 

in big and famous companies who could serve as a source of information. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, the access and flow of information is one of the major benefits of social 

capital and has proven very useful to my sample too. Due to the linkage with their university, 
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students were able to contact their seniors and ask them for advice, help and information 

about specific companies. This precious information then allowed them to make decisions by 

themselves and find out if they were a good match with the company in question or not. This 

access to support and information provided by their institutional linkage can however also 

have a negative effect. “They all believe that the support we receive from the university is 

really big, but that makes it feel as if we students do not make any effort ourselves. I did 

receive introductions, went to company presentations and gained a lot of information with the 

help of the university, but in the end I did it all by myself” (Ishizaka, 23, female, Nagasaki 

University).  

  The second effect felt by the students was that “Once the recruiter found out that I 

came from Nagasaki University the interview went off topic. Further I noticed that because 

Nagasaki University is a national university, students from private universities were asked a 

little different, a little more difficult questions during the group interview (Ishizaka, 23, 

female, Nagasaki University). The overlapping origin of the recruiter and the student allow 

for a more relaxed job interview. A similar effect concerning the university’s name was also 

experienced by an elite student “When during the interview the recruiter found out that I also 

came from Keio, the recruiter became really friendly and we talked about many different 

topics” (Yamamoto, 25, female, Keio University). It appears that the linkage to the same 

university causes those involved to feel connected which increases their feelings of trust 

(Rosenbaum and Kariya 1989, 1336). By belonging to the same group both parties can 

assume that the other will share similar values and ideas (Rosenbaum and Kariya 1989, 1336). 

With this understanding the student will not have to explain every single detail and prove 

himself in the same way as students from other universities may have to.  

 Another effect of university linkage, one that was mostly felt by students of Nagasaki 

University, was their locality. When applying for a job in Kyushu, Nagasaki University is one 
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of the nine national universities and has a good reputation locally (Mext 2015). Locality 

increases the likelihood of a recruiter who comes from the same university which might result 

in a more relaxing job interview. On the other hand the locality of Nagasaki University was 

experienced as negative when applying for a job in bigger cities such as Tokyo and Kyoto. 

“There are of course companies that think well of Nagasaki University, but the opposite is 

also true. Nagasaki University is really local so when I was searching for a job in Tokyo and I 

said ‘I am from Nagasaki’ I got laughed at” (Hirakawa, 23, male, Nagasaki University). A 

possible explanation could be that companies in Tokyo have fewer employees who graduated 

from Nagasaki University and therefore are less likely to have a connection with the recruiter. 

This argument can be strengthened by looking at the total number of graduates from the 

universities of my sample. As can be seen in the ranking figure 7.1 on page 42, Nagasaki 

University has the lowest number of graduates in my sample. Fewer alumni mean less chance 

of linkage. 

  The last effect, which was only felt by elite university students, was that application 

forms for company entrance were easily accepted. “In Japan the university’s name with its 

name value is believed to be extremely important. So when handing in my application form 

they easily accept it. If I was not from Keio University then I probably would not have made 

it to that many job interviews, I am glad I am from Keio” (Hayashi, 24, female, Keio 

University). Another student added that “It sometimes felt as if applications were filtered 

based on the university ranking list. Although I was never directly told this by the recruiters, I 

could feel that the university’s name had a great influence” (Kakiuchi, 22, male, Waseda 

University). The sheer mentioning of the university’s name might have felt as a notable effect, 

but it was never officially recognized as a sieving tool. One can however imagine that when a 

company receives over 30.000 applications, that they have to sort and screen the applicants. 

That filtering of students by their university’s name is done by companies is not denied by the 
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before mentioned job hunting website Mynabi (Mynabi 2015b). Although the elite 

universities are in the top 10 of the university ranking, there is still heavy competition 

between the elites. “I felt a negative effect by my university’s name because I only applied to 

elite companies, but they would only hire Tokyo University students. I only aimed for these 

elite companies so coming from Keio was pretty though” (Murayama, 25, male, Keio 

University). Elite companies are maybe difficult to enter, even for students coming from an 

elite university, but moderate companies too are not so easy to get in. “In my company there 

are quite a lot of high school graduates, so they looked at me as if they were asking if 

someone from Keio would join their company. They were looking at me kind of coldly so I 

really wondered how I could appeal to them and show them that I wanted to join. I think I 

suffered more than students from a lower level of schooling” (Hagio, 26, female, Keio 

University).  

   

What becomes clear from the answers given by my sample, is that students of Nagasaki 

University were less positive about the university’s linkage as they were often perceived as 

average students who had to use different methods to appeal to the recruiters. The most 

positive effect of their university’s linkage is the possible help from seniors who served the 

role of informative source or friendlier recruiter. This effect was also brought up by the 

students of the elite universities. Therefore, originating from the same group as the recruiter 

allows students to connect more easily with their company of interest. 
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7. Job hunting success 

Applying for a company 

Although all the contacts that the students have used throughout their job hunt have benefitted 

them in some way, the real hiring process requires more than some help and introductions 

from social contacts. Students need to apply to their companies of choice by filling out the 

application forms. According to a survey held by Rikunabi students send out an average of 

27.1 applications in 2012 and only about 10 percent of the job seekers applied to more than 50 

companies (Rikunabi 2012). The responses of my sample support these findings in the sense 

that only 2 of the 20 students applied to more than 50 companies. The average number of 

applications in my sample, with 35.8 applications, is however higher than the national average 

of 2012. This is not so strange as my sample mainly consists of students who study social 

sciences. Rikunabi was also able to discover a big difference between the number of 

applications by those who studied social sciences and those who majored in the field of 

science. On average, those who studied social sciences applied to 31.4 different companies in 

2012, while those who studied science send out an average of 19.4 application forms. Social 

science graduates thus send out almost 1.5 times as much applications. This might be 

explained by the idea that those who major in the field of science have specialized skills and 

might be valued as more productive in the current society wherein, for example, developing 

fields such as engineering require high schooled employees. Note however that my sample 

purely consists of undergraduates, while the survey of Rikunabi also included results of 

graduate students. 

  When looking at the number of entry forms the students have filled out, it becomes 

clear that a striking number of the elite students has sent less than 20 application forms. Of the 

elite students 4 were able to find employment in less than 20 tries, whereas all students of the 

more moderate Nagasaki University had to try a little harder and applied to more than 20 
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companies. One of the elite students from my sample applied to 30 companies and explained 

that “There were probably only 5 companies that I was really interested in, the other 25 

applications I did, were more meant as practice” (Mikuni, 25, Male, Keio University). Surely 

it is possible to train and prepare for job interviews with the support given by one’s own 

social circle, but it still not the same as when real recruiters are grilling someone. Practicing 

real applications and interviews may increase the likelihood of getting hired by one of the 

favored companies. 

 

The promise to hire 

Despite the competition, my sample of graduates have all been able to find employment. They 

did so by passing the first screening of the application forms and were then asked to come for 

an interview or test. On average, all the students were invited to job interviews to 17.9 

different companies. This average is a little higher than the national average which was 15.5 

companies in 2012 (Rikunabi 2012). As a result of their hard work and perseverance my 

sample of graduates has been able to receive a so-called naitei which is the promise to hire. 

On average they were able to receive 2.3 naitei. This is a high average compared with the 

Rikunabi research results of 2012 where the average was 1.72 companies and only a quarter 

of the students was able to receive 2 naitei. This higher average of naitei may be explained by 

the high number of naitei received by 2 of the elite university students. These 2 students were 

able to obtain more than 5 letters of acceptance. In the national survey only 3.8 percent of the 

students managed to receive more than 5 naitei, while my interviews show that 10.6 percent 

of the students belong to this category. Keio University student Mikuni received a total of 7 

naitei and explained that “In Japan there are about 30 financing firms and I wanted to check 

them out before making any decisions”. Although he was only really interested in 5 

companies, he wanted to make sure to have seen it all by himself. The other elite student 

http://journal.rikunabi.com/student/souken/souken_vol134.html
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Ikejima, also from Keio University, did not mention any reason for continuing the job hunt 

until he received 6 naitei. Ikejima is an exceptional candidate who applied to approximately 

20 companies and still received the amazing number of 6 job offers. With a success rate of 30 

percent he is the highest scoring respondent of my sample who highly influenced my research 

results. On the other hand, there is also Yamanaka who applied to about 50 companies and 

went to 5 job interviews. As a result she received 1 naitei.  The explanation for her one and 

only naitei is that “The first company I received a naitei from was my current company, at 

that point I decided to stop further job hunting activities” (Yamanaka, 25 female, Keio 

University). This means that she might have received much more naitei if she had continued 

her job hunting activities. 

  Although the number of applications and interviews does not say much about the 

successfulness of students, the ratio of applications in relation to its returns in job offers does 

give a general idea of successfulness. Just like the national survey, the success rate is 

calculated by the average number of naitei in respect of the average number of job interviews. 

According to the answers given during my interviews, elite university students have a success 

rate of 14.06, while students of Nagasaki University had an average success rate of 11.61. In 

2012 the national average success rate was 11.1. These results make it assumable that students 

of elite universities have a higher success rate than the students of the more moderate 

Nagasaki University. Elite students were also able to find employment in less tries than 

students of Nagasaki University. They were able to send out an average of 9.7 applications in 

order to receive 1 naitei, whereas the Nagasaki students send out a double amount of 19.08 

applications, therefrom concluding that elite university students are generally able to find 

employment in less tries.  

  Although this at first seems like a useful indicator of success, one has to keep in mind 

that there are more students who stop their job hunting activities as soon as they receive their 
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first naitei. Or that the opposite is also true and students continue their job hunt while they 

have already received multiple job offers. This means that while there are signs that students 

from elite universities are more successful in finding employment, one cannot simply come to 

this conclusion. Every student has his or her own reason to continue or stop the job hunt 

activities, thus influencing the research results. It should also be noted that the success rate of 

the elite university students was based on only 9 students instead of 10. This is because 1 elite 

student explained that his job hunting method was different from the regular pattern. 

 

Internship 

“My job hunt is a little special because I did not hand in an application form. Because I 

participated in a summer internship I followed a different path. I was able to start the job 

interviews at quite an advanced stage of the recruitment process and I did not have to hand in 

any application form except for the internship application form (Hashimoto, 26 male, Tokyo 

University). Hashimoto’s employment came into being after consulting with his seniors and 

friends about the possibility of internships. Thereafter he found his job placement through an 

internship event aimed at Tokyo University students and decided to apply. At the event many 

companies were explaining about the job placements they offered, but as many companies 

only offer short-term internships, Hashimoto decided to mainly focus on a company that 

offered a longer during type of internship. While he has also applied for a few short-term 

internships that only took half a day, his main interest went to his current employer who 

offered him a 203-day during internship. After applying for the job placement and 

participating in the 203-day during internship he was able to receive a naitei in December.  

  The big advantage of a long-term internship is that students can really get familiar 

with the company. Although there are of course plenty of different tasks to do at a single 

company, they are able to acquaint themselves with the company, the staff, the tasks and the 
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product. Through an internship students are possibly more able to decide whether a company 

matches them well or not and by doing so reduce the probability of a mismatch. Aoki from 

Nagasaki University for example followed a two-week during internship and realized that it 

was not the right company or job for him. Short-term internships are however too short to 

completely understand how a company works, but the actual experience gained through an 

internship can help still indecisive students make decisions. The search for an internship and 

the application method are done in a similar way as regular jobs. The internships of my 

sample were found with the help of friends and seniors, or through companies’ internship 

presentations aimed at students of a certain university. And just like regular job screenings, 

students can fail the entrance tests and interviews. Especially the long-term internships are 

screening students thoroughly because, as is the case with Hashimoto, internships can lead to 

employment. It is a way to pre-screen potential employees. 

 

Location 

Apart from the university linkage that has affected the job hunting outcomes, there is one 

other factor that I would like to discuss here, namely the location of the company. Although 

this factor may seem to have little to do with social capital, it is a very influencing factor in 

the job hunt and in fact also includes elements of social capital. The reason for including the 

element of location is because elite origin does not assure employment. This thought is 

strengthened by the Toyo Keizai who released a top 300 ranking list of Japan’s university 

employment rates (Toyo Keizai 2015b). Interestingly the moderate Nagasaki University is 

much higher in the ranking list than the elite universities. With the 124
th

 place Nagasaki 

University takes the lead in my sample, while the elite Tokyo University is barely in the 

ranking with the 270
th

 place.  
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Figure 7.1 Employment rate ranking top 300 

 
 

Notes: Ranking was taken from Toyo Keizai 2015b and then translated and combined by the 

author. 

 

Toyo Keizai also created a top 100 of high employment rating universities which included the 

employment rate per department in the various regions of Japan. Here it becomes clear that in 

the Kanto area, where Tokyo is located, only Keio University is included with the 

pharmaceutical department (Toyo Keizai 2014b). In the Kyushu and Okinawa area, Nagasaki 

University’s economic, educational, environmental and engineering studies are all doing well 

and have high employment rates. From this, one can conclude that Nagasaki University is 

doing well on a local level. We must however not forget that the elite universities are located 

in Tokyo and they not only need to compete with other Tokyo situated universities, they also 

need to compete with all other universities around the country. Because most jobs are 

available in the big cities of Japan, many youths are forced to move to the capitol when they 

graduate from a local university. It is also not hard to imagine that students who lived in the 

crowded Tokyo are not so willingly to move to a rural area, resulting in the great number of 

applications for employment in the Kanto area. With this in mind, I asked the respondents if 
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they were influenced by the company’s location in their decision making. It seems that 

location of the university and that of the company have a great impact. Hirakawa for example, 

received two naitei and based his final decision on the location of the company. “My whole 

family lives in Nagasaki so I thought Nagasaki would be good. The other company’s 

headquarter is in Fukuoka, but they have branches all over the country and I would not know 

which location I would be send to. My current company only has one other branch in Fukuoka 

and that means even if I would be relocated it would not be all over the country” (Hirakawa, 

23, male, Nagasaki University). You could say that Hirakawa’s personal relation with his 

family, thus his personal social capital had a great influence on the decision making. His 

personal social capital thus had no influence on the job hunting process itself, but only on the 

final decision. While Hirakawa wished to stay in the outskirts of Japan, there are also students 

who seek the challenges and employment opportunities in Tokyo. Out of my respondents 

there were three people who specifically mentioned that they had wished to work in Tokyo, 

these respondents were all elite university graduates who had already studied and lived in 

Tokyo the last four years. One of the reasons for staying in Tokyo is that Tokyo is the center 

where all talented people gather and opportunities arise. So the location of the company is 

also an important factor when applying for a job. No matter how much opportunities arise in 

either the capitol or the outskirts of Japan, if an individual is not willing to work at that 

location, the search time and success rate will be heavily influenced. How much location 

exactly influences students in their actual decision making and thus employment success is 

difficult to say. There were also many students who really did not care where they would be 

located and simply looked at the company itself and the job description.  

 

In this chapter, the power of social capital ownership, which in this case is the membership of 

a certain university, was discussed. Many students mentioned that they have felt an influence 
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of their university linkage on their job hunt. In addition, the study also included the crucial 

factor of the company’s location on job hunting. Both factors appear to have a great effect on 

their decision making process and job hunting outcomes. 
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Discussion and conclusion 

In the previous chapters the effects and role of social capital have been discussed. Previous 

research has already proven that social capital is a complicated concept that is not easy to 

define or easy to measure. Even though this might be true, it can still be applied as a theory 

which explains about the functionality of networks. Despite the rich literature, scholars have 

not been able to find the exact effect of contacts on job hunting opportunities, but there is 

however a general consensus that social contacts can be useful for finding employment. With 

this thought in mind, this research has tried to explore the effects of institutional social capital 

on the job hunt of Japanese elite university students. With the use of semi-structured 

interviews it has become clear that there are many ways in which students feel the influence 

of their institutional linkage. 

Job hunting support 

The first type of influence addressed in this study, was the support provided by the 

universities. All universities of my sample supported their students in their job hunt through 

the availability of career centers and job hunting lectures. The suitability and attendance of 

these lectures however varied per university. Nagasaki University provided lectures that were 

meant for a specific group of students and was therefore offering necessary and desired 

information. The elite universities however did not offer lectures for every specific faculty 

and thus students felt that they did not receive the quality of lectures they needed, which 

resulted in a lower participation. On the other hand, the career center of the elite universities 

offered access to their alumni-catalogue which allows students to receive all the information 

they need by contacting one of these alumni. This service was however only used by one 

student of my sample which makes it plausible that elite university students make use of other 

types of support and services than provided by their home university. The study has shown 

that the membership of a university allows access to various types of support, but that other 
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factors, such as the studied major and personal attitude of the student determine whether or 

not a student makes use of this support.  

Job search channels 

The most important role of social capital as described in the literature, is that it increases the 

flow of information, which then increases the job opportunities an individual hears about. The 

information my sample of graduates had access to was mostly provided by two different type 

of sources. The one source that was used by all of the respondents was the internet. The 

internet is an almost unlimited open source of information that does not necessarily requires 

social input. The reliance on the internet is very big, it not only allows access to basic 

information about job hunting, but it also provides information about specific companies and 

positions. Especially the job hunting websites Mynabi and Rikunabi increase their knowledge 

about job opportunities. The downside of the internet however is that it provides only a biased 

image of a company. The company’s homepage or recruitment page only show the positive 

and successful image of the company and may not have all specific details about the available 

position.  

  A good solution for this problem and also an extremely useful source of information 

the respondents made use of, is the network of informal contacts. Although it is true that the 

students of all my sample universities enjoyed the use of various informal contacts as a way to 

gain more information, they mostly made use of the network that has been created by their 

university. Students have only met with employees who have graduated from the same 

university or have been introduced to a higher ranking employee with the help of such an 

alumnus. None of my respondents have met with a person who they are completely unrelated 

to. What does this mean? It means that the students make use of the bridge which has been 

created by their own university. Also important here is that this bridging effect was mostly 

notable for elite students as more of these students have set up a meeting with an alumnus. 
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University linkage 

The invisible bridging effect was also noticeable during job interviews. That was one of the 

moments that students really felt that their institutional linkage had influence on their job hunt. 

Once recruiters found out that the student had the same origin as the recruiter, then the 

recruiter would become gentler and the job interview got a little more relaxed. This effect was 

noticed by the elite students as well as the Nagasaki University students. An effect only 

mentioned by the students of Nagasaki University was their locality. On a local level their 

university’s name had a positive influence, but when searching for employment in the bigger 

cities the students felt that it was a big disadvantage that they came from such a local 

university. This means that their university’s linkage is valued either positive or negative 

depending on the location of their search. A possible explanation for this could be that 

companies in, for example, Tokyo have fewer employees who graduated from Nagasaki 

University and therefore are less likely to have a connection with the recruiter. This is 

especially the case when the total number of graduates is lower in comparison with that of 

other universities in the capitol.  

  The last effect that was brought up by the respondents of my sample was about the 

acceptance of their application. In general elite students felt that their application forms were 

easily accepted because of their university’s name, but when applying for elite companies or a 

little lower-level companies, the students felt that their university’s name caused a negative 

effect. According to the answers given by my sample, this effect was thus notable when either 

applying for a high competition position or a lower position that requires less education. For 

regular jobs their university’s name had a positive effect. These results show that not only the 

social resources that come with social capital are influential, but that the actor of social capital, 

in this case the university, should not be left out when examining the effect of institutional 

social capital.  
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Job hunting success 

The final part of this study focused on the job hunting success of elite students. It mainly 

looked at the number of applications and job offers that the students had received. Not much 

of this study was able to measure any of the effects of university linkage, but in this final part 

the successfulness of applications in return to job offers was measured. From this we can 

conclude that elite university students are able to find employment in less tries than the 

students of Nagasaki University. In addition, only the elite students of my sample were able to 

receive more than five naitei. Although this leaves us under the impression that elite students 

are more successful, in the sense that they find employment with less effort, it does not 

explain what the exact cause for their success is. It is however not possible to jump to any 

conclusions because there are several factors influencing the number of applications an 

individual sends out and job offers an individual in return receives. One can choose to stop 

any further job hunting activities after receiving a naitei from the most desired employer, or 

one can choose to continue all job hunting activities to orientate oneself. More job offers 

means a larger choice of employers to work for, and with the lifetime employment system still 

persisting in Japan, this is not such a strange approach towards job hunting.  

  Another method that was used to orientate oneself was by doing an internship. While 

both Nagasaki students and elite students took part in several internships, there was one elite 

student who gained employment through the participation in an internship. This method does 

not only allow the student to gain all details about the company and the job, but it also allows 

the employer to pre-screen a potential candidate. Because participating in an internship can 

lead to employment it is a great opportunity that more students should make use of. It is 

however the possibility of employment that causes employers to recruit internship candidates 

in a similar way as regular employers which brings us back right to the start, how does 

institutional social capital affect the job hunt?   
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  Another factor affecting the job hunting success, which is not caused by the 

university’s name but still influences the job hunting outcomes, is the location of the company. 

Several respondents of my sample have stated that the location of their employer influenced 

their decision making process. This means that there are too many factors affecting a student’s 

decision and therefore making it is almost impossible to correctly measure the real job 

hunting success of students. This also explains why the real effect of institutional social 

capital is not completely discovered yet.  

 

This research has not been able to prove that students of elite universities are able to find 

better jobs. It has only shown that elite students make use of their institutional social capital in 

another way than Nagasaki University students do. They rely less on the job hunting support 

provided by their institutions, but they do make much use of the university’s network of 

alumni. This alumni network in return increases the flow of information and the job 

opportunities a student hears about. While this study has many limitations, the findings 

indicate that elite university students have a relatively easier job hunt, compared to that of 

Nagasaki University students. On average elite students participate in less job hunting 

activities while gaining the same result of finding regular employment. This study has shown 

that there are several factors influencing the job hunting process, but it has left out other 

important parts of social capital, such as personal social capital. One must not forget that a 

large and diverse network is the best way to find employment. Diversity in the network can be 

also increased by a large and varied personal network which includes family, friends, 

neighbors and other acquaintances. Further research could therefore focus on the reliance on 

personal or institutional social capital. In addition, the real job hunting success that could not 

be explained here deserves more attention and could be further explored.  
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