
Abstract:ThisstudyexaminesJapaneseandoverseasemployees’perceptionsofintercultural
communicationinmulticulturalworkplaces.Thisstudyfocusesonlocalgovernmentofficesand
localgovernment-relatedorganisationsinaruralareainJapan.Theresultsobtainedfrom
conductedsemi-structuredinterviewsprovideduswithsomeinsightsintowhatconceptualisation
ofcultureweshouldadoptininterculturaleducationandwhichculturalcharacteristicsJapanese
studentsshouldfocusontodevelopacriticalawarenessoftheirownculture.Theresultsalso
provideduswithinsightsintohow studentsshouldview theadaptationtoculturaldifferences.
TheseinsightshelpusdesignaneducationalprogrammefordevelopingJapanesestudents’
interculturalcompetenceforworkinginmulticulturalworkplacesinJapan’sruralareas.
Keywords:multiculturalworkplaces,Japan’sruralareas,interculturalcompetence,

communicationstyles,perceptions

1.Introduction
Thisstudyispartofourresearchprojectfordesigninganeducationalprogrammethat

developsJapanesestudents’competenceforworkinginmulticulturalworkplacesinJapan’srural
areas.Duetopopulationdecline,employingpeoplefrom overseashasbecomeinevitablein
variouspartsofJapan,whichhasledevenruralworkplacestobecomemulticultural.Under
these circumstances,itimplies thataftergraduating,Japanese students willhave more
opportunitiestoworkinmulticulturalworkplaceseveninruralareas,whichencouragesusto
developtheircompetenceforworkinginmulticulturalworkplacesinJapan’sruralareas.

Ourbehaviourpatterns(e.g.waysofthinkingandspeaking),whicharebasedon
values,normsandassumptionsthatdeeplylieinourculture,differinmanywaysfromthosein
othercultures.However,wearegenerallyrelativelyunconsciouswithregardtowhichaspectsof
ourbehaviourpatternsaredifferentfrom thoseinotherculturesandmaybemisunderstood
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whenworkinginamulticulturalworkplace.
Previousstudies(Tokunaga2009;Yokosuka2015)havereportedthedifficultiesfaced

byoverseasemployeesinJapaneseworkplaces:somearerelatedtotheJapaneselanguage(e.g.
Japanesekeigo),othersarecausedbydifferencesinbusinessconventionsbetweenJapanand
othercountriesandseveralothersarecausedbydifferencesinculturalvaluesbetweenthe
Japaneseandoverseasemployees.

InTokunaga’s(2009)Websurvey,theparticipantswereoverseasemployeeswho
workedinJapan.InYokosuka’s(2015)Websurvey,theparticipantswereoverseasemployees
whograduatedfrom Japaneseuniversities;58.3% ofthem workedinTokyoand30.4% ofthem
workedintheKantoareaexcludingTokyo.However,previousresearchhasrarelyfocusedon
ruralareasinJapan.

Additionally,previous studies have often focused exclusively on companies as
workplaceswhen,infact,multiculturalworkplaceswhereJapanesegraduateswillworkarenot
restrictedtocompanies.

ThepurposeofthisstudyistoexamineJapaneseandoverseasemployees’perceptions
ofinterculturalcommunicationinmulticulturalworkplacesinaruralarea’slocalgovernment
officesandlocalgovernment-relatedorganisations,inordertoprovideinsightsfordesigningan
educationalprogrammeforcollegestudents.Oneofthecharacteristicsofemployees’workin
localgovernmentofficesandlocalgovernment-relatedorganisationsisthattheirworkrequires
them tointeractnotonlywiththeircolleaguesintheoffices/organisationsbutalsowithpeople
inthelocalcommunity.ByconsideringthepossibledifficultiestheJapaneseandoverseas
employeesareconfrontedwithwhenworkinginamulticulturalworkplace,wehopetogain
someinsightinto behaviourpatternsofJapanesepeoplein thatareawhich could affect
interculturalinteraction.

Therestofthispaperisstructuredasfollows.Inthenextsection,weexplainthe
researchmethod.InSection3,weexaminetheresearchresults.InSection4,wediscuss
implicationsoftheresults.InSection5,wesummarisethestudyconclusions.

2.Methodology
Semi-structured interviewswere conducted atlocalgovernmentofficesand local

government-relatedorganisationsinaruralareainJapan.Throughsemi-structuredinterviews,
this study expects to acquire in-depth descriptions ofwhatJapanese/overseas employees
experienced in multiculturalworkplaces.In-depth descriptionsofemployees’experiencesin
multiculturalworkplacesmightthrowlightonnotonlywhattheyexperiencedbutalsohowthey
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recognisetheseexperiences.
Requestlettersforresearchweredistributedtooffices/organisationsintheareato

requestpermissiontoconductinterviews.Thelettersexplainedtheaim oftheinterview,the
potentialparticipants,thedurationoftheinterview,themainquestionswhichwillbeasked,and
theplantoprotecttheinterviewdata.

Therewere21 studyparticipantsintotal:13 overseasemployeesandtheireight
Japanesesupervisors.TheinterviewswereconductedinJune,JulyandOctober2018.

Questionstooverseasemployeesincludedthefollowing:1)Whatdoyoukeepinmind
whenworkingwithJapaneseemployees?2)Whatdifficultiesdoyoufacewhenworkingwith
Japaneseemployees?and3)Howdoyoucopewiththedifficulties?

QuestionstoJapanesesupervisorsincludedthefollowing:1)Whatdoyoukeepin
mindasthesupervisorofanoverseasemployee?2)Whatdifficultiesdoyoufaceasthe
supervisorofanoverseasemployee?3)Howdoyoucopewiththedifficulties?4)Whatarethe
problemsamulticulturalworkplaceisfacedwith?and5)Howdoestheoffice/organisationcope
withtheseproblems?Questionsfollowinguponinterviewees’commentswerealsoaskedduring
theinterviews.

Inmanycases,groupinterviewswereconductedandlastedbetween30 and60
minutes.TheinterviewswereconductedinJapaneselanguage.

3.Results
Thissection reviewsthe answers/commentsofoverseasemployeesand Japanese

supervisors.Theywillbeexaminedinthatorder.
3.1.Difficultiesthatoverseasemployeesfaced

ThemainlanguageusedinthemulticulturalworkplacesisJapanese.Theproficiency
levelofoverseasemployees’Japaneselanguageishigh,accordingtoJapanesesupervisors.

The main difficultieswhen working in the multiculturalworkplacesreported by
overseasemployeescanbedividedintofourtypes:difficultiescausedby(a)Japaneselanguage
andconversationpatterns;(b)differentvaluesystems;(c)Japanesebusinessconventionsand(d)
Japanesepeople’sviewofdifferentcultures.Inthefollowing,thecausesofeachdifficultywill
beexamined.
3.1.1.DifficultiescausedbyJapaneselanguageandconversationpatterns

OverseasemployeesdescribedhavingvariousdifficultieswiththeJapaneselanguage
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andconversationpatterns.Theirdifficultiescanbedividedintothreetypes:difficultiescaused
by1)theJapanesekeigosystem,2)distinctivefeaturesofaizuchior3)Japanesecommunication
style.Below,wewillexaminethesethreetypesofdifficulties.
DifficultiescausedbyJapanesekeigosystem

Japaneselanguagehasarichkeigosystem toemphasiseanyhierarchicalrelationships.
SomeoverseasemployeesnotedthatitwasdifficulttouseJapanesekeigoappropriately.There
aretwofactorsthatcouldcontributetothis;thefirstisrelatedtothecomplicatedformationof
Japanesekeigo.InJapaneselanguage,someverbshaveregularhonorificforms;othershave
irregularhonorificformswhilesomeothershavebothregularhonorificandirregularhonorific
forms.Thesecondfactoristhatoneisexpectedtousekeigoappropriately,accordingto‘social
distance’.Socialdistanceisacriticalconceptinthiscontext.Socialdistancehas‘[v]ertical
distance’(TsukubaLanguageGroup1995:20)and‘[h]orizontaldistance’(TsukubaLanguage
Group1995:22).AccordingtoTsukubaLanguageGroup(1995:20–22),verticaldistanceis
‘socialstatusbasedonseniorityandrank’(p.20)andhorizontaldistanceisthein-group/out-
grouprelationship.Assuch,thewayweperceivesocialdistancebetweeninterlocutorsin
conversationandtowhatextentwemakestatusdifferencesexplicitwilldifferfrom oneculture
toanother.Differencesintheseaspectsmaymakeitdifficultforoverseasemployeestodecide
whentheyshouldusewhichform.1
Difficultiescausedbydistinctivefeaturesofaizuchi

Someoverseasemployeesmentioned having difficultiesbeing ableto completely
understand Japanese utterances with so much aizuchi.Theircommentis understandable,
consideringdifferencesintheuseofso-calledbackchannels(e.g.‘uh-huh’inEnglish)across
languages.Backchannelsareverbalandnon-verbalsignalsthatdonotcarryanyreferential
meaning.InJapanese,backchannelsarecalledaizuchi.

Previousstudiesonbackchannelshavedemonstratedseveraldistinctivefeaturesof
aizuchiinJapaneseconversation.Herewefocusontwofeaturesofaizuchi.Onefeatureisthe
frequencyofaizuchiinJapaneseconversation(Clancyetal.1996;Maynard1997).Clancyetal.
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(1996)examinedwhatisreferredtoasreactivetokensinMandarinChinese,Japaneseand
AmericanEnglish.Reactivetokens,accordingtoClancyetal.(1996),includebackchannels,
reactiveexpressions(e.g.‘ohreally’inEnglish)andcollaborativefinishes(i.e.listenercanfinish
thespeaker’sutterance).Byexaminingtheirdatacollectedduringface-to-faceconversationsin
allthreelanguages,Clancyetal.(1996)showedthatJapaneseconversationcontainedmore
backchannelscomparedtoAmericanEnglishorMandarinChinese.Basedonherconversation
data,Maynard(1997:144)claimedthat‘[b]ackchannelsarealmostlikebackgroundmusic
accompanyingthespeaker’sutterance’inJapaneseconversation,whereas‘Americanlistenersare
moresilentwhilelisteningtothespeaker’.Maynard(1997)suggeststhatthewayconversation
ismanageddiffersbetweenJapaneseandAmericanconversations.

Theotherfeatureistheplacementofaizuchi.InaJapaneseconversation,thelistener
oftenusesaizuchiatnon-transitionrelevantplaces(Clancyetal.1996;KitaandIde2007;
MiyataandNisisawa2007).AccordingtoMiyataandNisisawa(2007),aizuchioccurringat
transitionrelevantplacesisequivalenttoEnglishbackchannels,whereasaizuchioccurringatnon-
transitionrelevantplacesisnot.Moreover,althoughmanystudiesonbackchannelsregardthem
asverbalandnon-verbalsignalsproducedbythepersonwhoplaysthelistener’sroleinthe
conversation,KitaandIde(2007)suggestthataizuchiisusednotonlybythelistenerbutalso
bythespeakerashe/shecansometimesaddaizuchiattheendofhis/herutterance.English
formssuchas‘uh-huh’cannotbeusedinthatcontext.

Thedistinctivefeaturesofaizuchileadustopredictthatnon-nativeJapanesespeakers
havedifficultiesacquiringaizuchiusedinJapaneseconversation.Afewpreviousstudiesconfirm
thisprediction.Forexample,Ishida(2006)notedafew qualitativedifferencesbetweennative
speakersofJapaneseandlearnersofJapanesewithrespecttotheinterpretationofaizuchiand
thesocialcontextwhereaizuchiisused.

From whathasbeen mentioned so far,thedistinctivefeaturesofaizuchi(e.g.
frequencyandplacement)maypreventoverseasemployeesfrom fullyunderstandingwhatwas
said.
DifficultiescausedbyJapanesecommunicationstyle

Someoverseasemployees’commentswererelatedtotheJapanesecommunicationstyle.
Anoverseasemployee,forinstance,describedthatitwastrulydifficulttounderstandwhatwas
beingsaidwhenitwasbeingsaidinaforeignlanguagewithanon-linearcommunicationstyle.
Overseasemployees’commentshighlightedthreeaspectsofJapanesecommunicationstyle:(i)
evasiveness;(ii)requiringthelistenertosensethetone;(iii)non-linearanddigressivestyle.
These three aspects of communication style can be characteristics of a high-context
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communicationaccordingtoHall’s(1976)conceptofhigh-contextandlow-contextcultures.
However,thisisamatterofdegree.Hooker(2012:390),forinstance,pointsoutthat
‘[c]ommunicationwithinafamilyorclose-knitgroupishigh-contextinalmostanypartofthe
world’andthat‘low-contextcommunicationisbecomingmorecommoninhigh-contextcultures,
duetoWesterninfluencesandadesiretoaccommodatetravelersandexpatriates’.Additionally,
diversityamongmemberswithinthesameculturalgroupexists(Noelsetal.2012).However,
giventhatcomments(i)–(iii)aboveweremadebyvariousoverseasemployeeswhointeracted
withJapanesepeopleinawiderangeofcircumstances,itisarguabletostatethatJapanese
communicationstyleisbasicallyahigh-contextcommunication.
3.1.2.Difficultiescausedbydifferentvaluesystems

Anoverseasemployeecommentedthatitwasdifficulttoobserveinwhatsituationthe
employeecouldusecasualformsoflanguagewhentalkingtohigher-statuspersonsinthe
workplace.Anotheroverseasemployeesuggestedthatemployeesfrom cultureswithoutthe
conceptofsenioritymighthavedifficultiesacceptingsuggestionsandcommentsevenifthey
weregivenbysomeonewithhigherstatusintheworkplace.Thesecommentshighlightthe
existenceofagapbetweenoverseasemployees’valuesandthoseofJapanese.
3.1.3.DifficultiescausedbyJapanesebusinessconventions

Someoverseasemployeescommentedondecision-makingprocessesintheJapanese
workplace,suchashou-ren-sou(‘reporting,contactinganddiscussing’).Thesecommentsreflect
differencesinbusinessconventionsfrom onecountrytoanother.Suchdifferenceshavebeen
pointedoutbypreviousstudiesonmulticulturalworkplaces.Holmes’(2015)researchonthe
experiencesofimmigrantsentering theworkforcein New Zealand showed thedifference
between immigrantsand theiremployersin thatoneshould work autonomously orseek
affirmationfromco-workers.

OneoverseasemployeedescribedhavingdifficultiesduetoJapanesebusinessmanners.
Theemployeeinquestionansweredthephoneintheworkplacebysayingmoshimoshi(‘hello?’),
which was notthe expected response in the Japanese workplace.Instead,in Japanese
workplaces,respondingwithaself-identificationisthepreferredmannerwhenansweringthe
phoneandso,itiswhatisexpectedofemployees.
3.1.4.DifficultiescausedbyJapanesepeople’sviewofdifferentcultures

SomeoverseasemployeesnotedthatsomeJapanesepeoplearelikelytohavea
stereotypedviewofdifferentcultures,whichcausedembarrassmenttooverseasemployees.
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3.2.Stepstakenbyoverseasemployeestoovercomedifficulties
WhatstepsdooverseasemployeestaketoovercomethedifficultiespresentedinSection

3.1?Table1belowdescribesthemainstrategiesusedbytheoverseasemployees.

Overseasemployeesadoptstrategiesillustrated in Table 1,which reflectsthe view that
‘[c]ommunication isfundamentalin business,becausebusinessisacollaborativeactivity’
(Hooker2012:389).
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ExamplesStepstakenbyoverseasemployees
•AskingJapanesecolleagueswithouthesitationwhentheyhavequestions/problems
•Confirmingwhatwassaid
•Payingattentionnotonlytowhatwassaidbutalsotohow itwassaid(i.e.toneofvoice)

Whattheydotounderstandwhatwassaid

•RepeatingthemselvesusingdifferentJapaneseexpressionswhentheyarehavingdifficultyinmakingthemselvesunderstoodinJapanese
•Explainingtheirculturessothattheirbehavioursarenotmisunderstoodnegatively
•ExplainingtheirculturessothatJapanesepeoplecangetadeeperunderstanding ofoverseasemployees’cultures

What they do to makethemselves/theirculturesunderstood

•Workingharmoniously
•LearningJapanesebusinessconventionsbypayingattentiontothepatternsofJapanesepeople’sbehaviour
•Managingstress

Others

Table1Stepsoverseasemployeestaketoovercomedifficulties



3.3.Japanesesupervisors’comments
TheJapanesesupervisors,whopointedoutfewdifficulties,madevariouscommentson

theirexperiencesduringinterculturalinteraction.AnanalysisofJapanesesupervisors’comments
revealedthefollowingthreepoints.Thefirstpointwastheimportanceofcommunicationwith
othersintheworkplace.ThestrategiesJapanesesupervisorsusedtoeffectivelycommunicate
withothers,whethertheywereJapaneseoroverseasemployees,variedfrom onesupervisorto
another.

ThesecondpointwasrelatedtothewayJapanesesupervisorsdealtwithoverseas
employees.SomeJapanesesupervisorssaidthattheyregardedoverseasemployeesastheirin-
groupmembers.

Thethirdpointhighlightedtheimportanceofnegotiatingoverculturaldifferencesand
adaptingtothedifferences.SomeJapanesesupervisorsemphasisedthatitwasimportanttolisten
towhatoverseasemployeessaidandtoacknowledgeandrespecttheiropinions,andtherefore,
describedtheimportanceofcreatingworkingenvironmentswherethiswaspossible.Withregard
to theimportanceofadapting to culturaldifferences,oneJapanesesupervisorstated that
Japanesepeoplecouldnotexpecttheaddresseetosensethetoneduringanintercultural
interaction.ThesupervisoralsoaddedthatJapanesepeopleshouldretaintheirpositiveaspects,
suchassensitivity,whilesimultaneouslycultivatingotherabilities,suchastheabilitytothink
andexplainthoughtslogically.

4.Discussion
Multiculturalworkplacesarewheredifferentculturesand,thereby,valuesandbehaviour

patterns(e.g.communicationstyles,businessconventions)co-exist.Inmulticulturalworkplaces,
peopleworkingtogetherarerequiredtorecogniseandnegotiatedifferencesthatmaycause
difficultiesintheworkplace.Then,throughtrialanderror,theyarerequiredtoadapttoeach
other.

Severalimplicationsemergedfrom theanalysisofourinterview data.First,recent
studiesoninterculturalcommunicationcriticiseviewingcultureonalimitedsetofdichotomous
dimensions(e.g.Hall’s1976high/low-contextcommunication)asitgivesanoversimplifiedview
andthatmodelsconstructedonthebasisof‘nationalcultureoftenleadtoovergeneralizations
andstereotypesthatarecounterproductiveininterculturaltraining’(Sorrells2012:377).Recent
studies,accordingtoLadegaardandJenks(2015:5),arguethat‘“culture”shouldbeseenasa
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fluid,flexibleandmultifacetedphenomenon,whichiscreated,negotiatedandrecreatedinsituas
peopleengageintalkandotherformsofsocialinteraction’.2

Theanalysisoftheoverseasemployees’perceptionsrevealedthatthehigh-context
communicationwasresponsibleformanydifficultiestheyexperiencedintheworkplace.More
interestinglyiswhythisnationalculturalcharacteristicemerged.Onepossibleexplanationisthat
despiteacceleratingglobalization,multidirectionalmovementofpeopleacrosstheglobeoccurs
lessfrequentlyinruralareasthaninurbanareassuchastheTokyometropolitanareaandthat,
asaresult,nationalculturalcharacteristicssuchashigh-contextcommunicationhavenotchanged
orchangedverylittle.Anotherplausibleexplanationisthatsomenationalculturalcharacteristics
arelesschangeablethan othersand thatcommunication stylemay beonethatisless
changeable.Whateverthereason may be,itisimportantto noticethatnegotiation and
adaptationtodifferencesarecrucialforsuccessfulinterculturalinteractions.

ConsideringthatourinterviewdatacontainsJapanesesupervisors’commentsthatpoint
towards the necessity ofadapting the Japanese communication style to othercultures’
communicationstyles,currentcommunicationstylesintheirworkplacesmaystartchanging
slowly.

Fromwhathasbeenmentionedsofar,LadegaardandJenks’s(2015:9)suggestionthat
‘“[c]ulture”isconceptualisednotonlyasanever-presentinfluenceonourcommunicationand
socialinteractionatworkbutalsoasanever-changingfussyconcept,whichisconstantlybeing
(re)createdandnegotiatedaswecommunicatewithcultural“others”’seemstobeanappropriate
andfeasibleconceptualisationofcultureinthecontextofinterculturaleducation.

Secondly,astheliteratureoninterculturalcommunication(e.g.Bennett2009)has
pointedout,itisessentialtodevelopacriticalawarenessofourowncultureinorderto
developaninterculturalcompetence,i.e.acompetencetointeractwithpeoplefrom different
culturalbackgroundsappropriatelyandeffectively.3 Whentalkingaboutculturehere,wefocuson
culturalaspectsthathaveanever-presentinfluenceonoursocialinteraction.Todevelopa
criticalawarenessofourownculture,itisnecessarytocloselyexamineourcultureby
comparingitwithothercultures.Observingonlyourownculturewouldrevealnothingabout
culturalcharacteristics.Itisthroughthecloseexaminationofourowncultureandbycomparing
itwith otherculturesthatwe can identify culturalcharacteristics,which leadsto our
understandingofsimilaritiesanddifferencesbetweendifferentcultures.Pertainingtothis,the
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questionaskingwhichculturalcharacteristicsJapanesestudentsshouldfocusonisimportant.
Basedontheresultsofthisstudy,communicationstylesandvalues,suchastheconceptof
seniority,aretwoimportantpointsthatarealsopertinenttothestudents’life,whilebusiness
conventions,forexample,arenotdirectlyrelatedtostudents’everydaylife,andtherefore,
shouldnotbethestudents’immediatefocus.

Thirdly,effectiveinterculturalinteractionsrequireacertaindegreeofadaptationto
culturaldifferencesfromalltheindividualsengagedintheinteraction.Adaptationdoesnotmean
thattheindividualmustsurrenderhis/herculturetoacceptthatofanotherperson’sbutrather,
accordingtoBennett(2009:127),adaptationis‘anadditiveprocess;notonlydoweremain
intact,butwehaveaddedmoreskillstoourrepertoireofbehaviors’.Thisviewofadaptationis
consistentwith ourinterview data.In thisstudy,oneJapanesesupervisormentioned that
Japanesepeopleshouldretaintheirpositiveaspects,suchassensitivity,whilesimultaneously
developingotherabilitiessuchastheabilitytothinkandexplainthoughtslogically(seeSection
3.3).

5.Conclusion
ThisstudyhasexaminedJapaneseandoverseasemployees’perceptionsofintercultural

communicationinmulticulturalworkplaces,focusingonlocalgovernmentofficesandlocal
government-relatedorganisationsinJapan’sruralareas.Theresultsgainedfrom thesemi-
structured interviews conducted in localgovernmentoffices and localgovernment-related
organisationsinoneruralareaprovideduswithsomeinsightsintowhatconceptualisationof
cultureweshouldadoptininterculturaleducationandwhichculturalcharacteristicsJapanese
studentsshouldfocusontodevelopacriticalawarenessoftheirownculture.Theresultsalso
provideduswithinsightsintohowstudentsshouldseetheadaptationtoculturaldifferences.

Thisstudywasasmall-scalestudybutprovideduswithsignificantinsightsonhowto
designaneducationalprogrammethatenablesJapanesestudentstodeveloptheirintercultural
competencetoworkinmulticulturalworkplacesinJapan’sruralareas.Futureresearchisneeded
toaddressotherpertinentquestionssuchashow todesignstudents’interculturallearningin
classroom ortounderstandhow students’experienceoflearningforeignlanguagesandtheir
knowledgeofforeignlanguageswillinfluencetheirinterculturallearning.
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