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English language scholarship on leadership and leadership theories are often rooted in
Western-centric ideals and norms that center patriarchal values, such as default male lead-
ership (see Ciulla, 2018; Liu, 2017; Northouse, 2018). While there is no disagreement that
the vast majority of English language literature on leadership focuses on white male West-
ern leadership ideology, Japan-based literature on leadership is similar in that it underpins
Japanese male-centric ideology and presumes cultural superiority with Japanese males as
default leaders, a case which similarly to that of their Western counterparts leads to mono-
lithic groupthink (Elliott, 2015; Green, 2019; Yphantides, 2020). While there is a plethora
of literature written in English pertaining to women and leadership in higher education in
Western countries, often promoting the need for equitable measures to support women’s
career mobility (see Acker, 2014; Manongsong & Ghosh, 2021; Searby et al., 2015; Shol-
lenberger, 2014), there is little written scholarship on cross-cultural studies in the field of
educational leadership (Brown & Trevino, 2006; Schollenberger, 2014). Furthermore, there
is a gap in knowledge relating to women in higher education leadership in Asia, and more
specifically, in Japan (Aiston & Yang, 2017; McCandie, 2023). This article contributes to
the field by examining the possible utilization of an alternative leadership model, the fifth
element framework, to support educational leadership development in higher education. It
focuses on the need to incorporate the voice of marginalized faculty while examining issues
of Japanese male-centric leadership. By providing the article in both Japanese and English,
accessibility of readership is increased while also supporting a platform to discuss innovative
problem-solving practices to address some of the critical issues plaguing higher education in

Japan.
The Fifth Element Framework

Totterdill’s fifth element framework focuses on workplace innovation by supporting all
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employees to act as problem solvers and decision makers while engaging in solution-seeking
that seeks employee input to maximize organization output (Pot et al., 2016). The fifth ele-
ment framework believes that innovative change needs to involve employees who are outside
traditional power and leadership roles (Totterdill, 2015). This is done by establishing more
collaborative work environments that support an increase in effective communication and
less top-down, hierarchical decision-making and change implementation (Totterdill & Ex-
ton, 2014).

Unlike traditional Japanese leadership and decision-making, where positions of formal
leadership and power utilize top-down decision-making that results in male-centric transac-
tional working relationships (Fukushige & Spicer, 2011; Hofstede Insights, n.d), the fifth
element fosters critical analysis of the status quo and empowers lower status employees by
seeking transparent communication and logical problem solving through interaction re-
gardless of positionality within the institution (Totterdill, 2015; Totterdill & Exton, 2014).
While fifth element scholarship mainly focuses on corporate environments and policy cre-
ation, this framework could be used to support higher engagement, enhance faculty skills,
and develop more efficacy, efficiency, and diversity within educational leadership (McCan-
die, 2023; McCandie & Taylor, forthcoming; Pot et al., 2016).

Totterdill (Pot et al., 2016) outlines four main areas that need to be considered to im-
prove workplace innovation: work organization, structure and systems, learning and reflec-
tion, and workplace partnership. Currently, the vast majority of leaders in Japan, regardless
of industry, are males who utilize their seniority and positionality to implement change
(Darling et al., 2002; Fukuhara, 2016; Yamaguchi, 2019). This style of leadership does not
align with current scholarship that delineates what makes a productive work environment
with satisfied staff. In fact, hierarchical leadership models that utilize small inner circles for
decision making and implementation are linked to toxic work environments and employees
lacking trust in leadership (Baloyi, 2020; Burns, 2017). Literature that examines Japanese
academic workplaces suggests that many employees feel their environment is indeed toxic
and has a negative effect on faculty (see Creaser, 2012; Cummings, 2015; Gardner, 2016;
Kimoto, 2015; Lee & Simon-Maeda, 2006; McCandie 2021; McCandie & Mulvey, 2018;
Yphantides, 2020).

Marginalization Within Educational Leadership in Japanese Higher Education

While there is a gap in scholarship pertaining to diversity in educational leadership, and
even more so in Japanese higher education, research outside of academia suggests that
diversified leadership utilizing collaborative leadership practices supports greater innova-

tion, improves employee and company performance, and increases financial security for
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institutions (Gomez & Bernet, 2022; Levine, 2020). What scholarship that is available on
the demographic make-up of leadership in Japanese academia demonstrates Japan’s lack of
gender parity with over-representation of Japanese men (Cabinet Office, 2009; Yoshihara,
2017). Higher education presidents, deans, and executive boards are overwhelmingly male
(Gardner, 2016). Male-centric university branding and PR, such as websites and university
bulletins, overwhelmingly feature male faculty, students, and alumni with little to no rep-
resentation of women or non-Japanese (see Chukyo University Alumni Association News
Volume 41, 2023).

While some suggest Japanese women lack the ambition and skill sets necessary for suc-
cessful careers, little thought is given to how male domination within leadership and work-
ing environments hamper career ambition and career mobility of women in Japan (Nemoto,
2016; Nishimura, 2022). Japanese women are among the highest educated in the world and
are more likely than their male counterparts to graduate from university (Aiston & Yang,
2017; Hasunuma, 2018). Despite this, Japan is the lowest-ranking country in the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) with regard to gender parity
and employment of women within post-secondary institutions (OECD 2016). When wom-
en are employed within Japanese higher education, they are most often employed in low-
er-ranking positions, such as adjunct faculty (Nagatomo, 2016). They are confronted with
implicit bias, gendered gatekeeping, male-centric nepotism, and sexist societal norms that
greatly impact their career mobility (Cahn et al., 2022; Nagatomo & Cook, 2019; Rivers,
2013; Tabae, 2014; Villa, 2019; Yamada 2019).

Non-Japanese in Japan, more so non-Japanese women, are also confronted with barriers
that impede their career mobility in Japanese academia (Appleby, 2014; Whitsed & Wright,
2016). Non-Japanese are subjected to xenophobic cultural beliefs, and racial microaggres-
sions, and are less likely in comparison to immigrants in many other nations to be integrated
not only within their work environment but also within society (Deguchi, 2016a; Green,
2019; Gong & Wang, 2021; Hayes, 2013; Kobayashi, 2011; Kobayashi, 2013; MIPEX 2020;
Parks, 2017). Within Japanese higher education, non-Japanese are often tokenized and
thought to be proof of supposed internationalization with few elevated to official leadership
and decision-making positions (Ryan & McCagg, 2019). “Non-native” English speakers
and/or non-Japanese and non-white faculty face even greater marginalization than their
white, “native” English-speaking immigrant counterparts, which impacts their career mo-
bility much more negatively (Deguchi 2016b; Gerald, 2020, Kubota & Fukimoto, 2013; Ma-
tikainnen, 2019; Takaesu & Sudo, 2019). Unlike their Western counterparts, who have very
visible diversity, equity, and inclusion offices, policies, and statements, Japanese schools
often lack support for marginalized faculty and students and often suggest, with no ill inten-

tions, that marginalization is due to a lack of cultural understanding (Khatrichettri, 2021;
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Kitayama, 2018; McBrayer, 2022).

Collaborative decision-making and valued input from marginalized faculty are believed
to increase worker satisfaction, motivation, and efficacy (Dudar et al., 2017; Royer & Latz,
2016). By incorporating the fifth element framework, marginalized faculty would feel more
welcomed and involved, and therefore be more beneficial to institutions than at present.
Currently, higher education in Japan is struggling to adapt to an ever-changing educational
market and including the voices of non-Japanese and Japanese women could help support

more innovative methods in overcoming these challenges.

Critical Issues Threatening to Destabilize Japanese Higher Education

The declining birth rate, weakening yen, and hesitancy to embrace immigration contin-
ue to impact higher education institutions in Japan; student numbers continue to decrease
while operating costs increase (Burbridge, 2023; Harding, 2018; “Japan’s Private Universi-
ties Struggle,” 2021; Park, 2017). These issues have resulted in the closure of several univer-
sities, the amalgamation of junior colleges and universities, and campus relocation to more
urbanized areas in hopes of drawing students and lowering costs (Inaba, 2020). While these
solutions are concrete changes, they may not be enough to stabilize student enrollment and
ensure financial security and longevity for universities in Japan as the population continues
to decrease.

While the Japanese government has set targets to increase the number of international stu-
dents in hopes they boost possible revenue and lend international credibility to institutions,
few educational institutions are able, or willing bridge the gap between desiring internation-
al students and faculty and effectively supporting integration into Japanese society (Kakuchi,
2023; MIPEX, 2020; Ryall, 2023). Furthermore, the effects of the Japanese government’s
xenophobic border restrictions and policies during the COVID pandemic have resulted in
mistrust of academic institutions and a decline in interest in studying in Japan (Kusakabe,
2023). While more universities are offering programs in English, language barriers and lack
of Japanese proficiency have impacted students' and researchers’ interest in studying and
working in Japan with top students and researchers seeking opportunities in countries other
than Japan (Kumon, 2023). Lower than average salaries and lack of career trajectory have
meant that Japan is now seen as less desirable in terms of study and employment compared
to many other nations (Burbridge, 2023; Kumon 2023).

Japanese universities are also confronted with overworked faculty who have low motiva-
tion and higher stress levels than previously due to increased administrative responsibilities
(Arimoto, 2015). This has resulted in less time spent on research yielding lower publication

output and research quality (Ikarashi, 2023). Lower quality publication output and few in-
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ternational students and researchers has in return impacted international rankings with Ja-
pan no longer being seen as offering world-class research and top Japanese universities drop-
ping in international rankings (Ikarashi, 2023; Ryall, 2023). More effective and dynamic
leadership and decision-making could be utilized to stem the impact of these critical issues

that are destabilizing Japanese higher education.

Conclusion

The critical issues outlined above are complex problems that need sustainable solutions.
Incorporating the voice of those marginalized would help to address the negative impact of
groupthink and de facto decision-making. Non-Japanese immigrant faculty should be better
integrated within their institution as they are stakeholders with vested interests in their insti-
tution being financially stable and successful. They could bring varying perspectives regard-
ing the needs of international students and how universities could better market themselves
abroad to both international students and researchers. They could also be incorporated into
English medium courses and programs to teach or support content-based courses rather
than just be utilized as eikaiwa teachers and tokens of supposed internationalization.

Women, especially Japanese women, in more visible leadership roles where their knowl-
edge and skills are recognized, can view problems and critical issues from a different per-
spective based on their different lived experiences and positionality. Mobilization of women
as leaders and problem solvers would help support the government’s goal of addressing the
lack of gender parity in leadership and address Japan’s notorious gender ranking, current-
ly 125th out of 146 countries (Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office, 2016; 2019; World
Economic Forum, 2023).

More inclusive leadership practices, as outlined in the fifth element framework, have nu-
merous benefits ranging from increased financial security and innovation to higher faculty
attainment, efficacy, and motivation. With Japanese higher education facing many obstacles
regarding financial security and international standings and respectability, it is time to chal-
lenge the status quo of de facto Japanese male leadership. While such leadership may have
worked previously, it is not adequate in today’s ever-changing global educational landscape,
nor is it addressing critical issues affecting the security and stability of higher education in

Japan.
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