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  Abstract 
This study investigated the dimensions of cultural awareness gained by interna-
tional students in a cross-cultural international education program in a local Jap-
anese community. Two international students, one from Italy and one from In-
donesia, participated in the research. Their narratives arose in group interviews 
and were analyzed quantitatively using the M-GTA method. The analysis ex-
tracted four categories: excellent sociality, formation of unconstructive relation-
ships, unique Japanese communication, and English language barrier. This paper 
discusses the possibility that international guests can simultaneously or sequen-
tially experience adaptive and maladaptive psychological conditions through 
short-term close intercultural contact as well as the complexity of the path to 
cross-cultural adaptation. It also addresses the study’s limitations and its implica-
tions for future research. 
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1. Introduction 
The rapid spread of COVID-19 around the world reminded us that the world truly is one “global village”. Although 

the term “global village” often implies that people of the world could be harmonized as residents of the same planet, 
interdependence at the global level, without constructive intervention, often produces tensions and conflicts (Goj-
kov-Rajic & Prtljaga, 2013). Past research on the relationships between cross-cultural residents, such as international 
students and immigrants, and members of the host society suggests that cultural understanding and adaptation to a host 
society is not a straightforward task. Previous research on international students in Japan reports that the longer interna-
tional students stay in Japan, the more difficult it is for them to get along with Japanese hosts (Iwao & Hagiwara, 1987). 
It has been reported that aspects that are specific to the Japanese culture may be difficult to understand or unacceptable 
for international sojourners (Nakano, Okunishi, & Tanaka, 2015; Tanaka, 2000). These aspects include indirect expres-
sions, reserved attitude, differentiated treatment toward foreigners, normative communication styles, and incomprehen-
sively obscure rules (Okunishi & Tanaka, 2008; Tanaka, 2000). Japanese hosts who have been in close contact with in-
ternational students also recognize cultural differences, gaps in interactions, and associated psychological discomfort 
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(Okunishi & Tanaka, 2013). The question arises as to when and how psychological gaps originate in interpersonal rela-
tionships between international guests and Japanese hosts. Okunishi, Tanaka, and Inoue (2013) found that in very short 
periods of cross-cultural interactions between Japanese and foreign students, Japanese hosts found it difficult to envi-
sion or estimate potential cross-cultural conflicts. They tend to consistently respond to differences with a 
well-intentioned and innocent attitude. In other words, cultural differences, although recognized by Japanese individuals 
who were novices in intercultural contact, were not identified as problems to be solved. Bennett (1986) proposed the 
Development Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, which states that the experience of cultural differences varies depend-
ing on individuals’ depths of intercultural experience. The extent to which people appreciate cultural differences is ex-
pressed as a continuum on which individuals possibly move from a lower stage to a higher stage as their intercultural 
sensitivity develops. The lower stages, labeled Ethnocentrism stages, constitute the Denial, Defense, and Minimization 
stages, whereas the higher stages, called Ethnorelativism stages, consist of the Acceptance, Adaptation, and Integration 
stages. Most Japanese, raised and living in a homogeneous society, may be culturally insensitive. Therefore, cognitive 
gaps may exist from the early stages of intercultural contact with their guests. 

This study explores the mechanisms that would lead to obstacles in intercultural relationships and identifies the kind 
of mutual gaps that exist in intercultural understanding between Japanese individuals and international guests staying in 
Japan. This paper focuses on the cognitions of international guests toward the Japanese people and culture, who have 
been in close contact with Japanese individuals over a short period of time. Gaining a deeper understanding of the 
knowledge and perception of international students about the Japanese people and culture may help in understanding 
the need and potentiality of early interventions to facilitate interpersonal relationship formation between Japanese and 
foreign individuals. By closely examining the reflective narratives of foreign students enrolled in a 10-day educational 
volunteering program offered by a university in Japan, the nature of interactions and relationships between international 
and Japanese students are delineated. 

The second author interviewed 2 international students and served as a linguistic and cultural mediator during the in-
terviews. During the program, evening review interview sessions were held every 2 days, which involved an exchange 
of opinions between the mediator with an assisting student and the international students. Through the dialogues with 
the interviewer, narratives of interviewees were actively constructed. The interview method was based on the social 
constructivist position in which ideas are considered to be formed through dialogues (Suzuki, 2020). In other words, 
social reality is considered to be created through the processes of mutual dialogues. During the interviews, the inter-
viewer, using words that aimed to promote multi-faceted thinking, encouraged the informants to think deeply about 
their experiences, and when judged necessary, conveyed Japanese ways of thinking and conducting things. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants 

The participants were 2 female students, from Italy and Indonesia, who had enrolled in a short-term summer educa-
tional volunteer program hosted by a university in western Japan. The Italian student was in her late adolescence, while 
the Indonesian student was in her early twenties. Both participants expressed an interest in the Japanese culture due to a 
boom in Japanese fashion, cuisine, and subculture (e.g., manga, popular dishes) in their home countries. They enrolled 
for the short-term volunteer program because they hoped to experience the Japanese culture close at hand. They applied 
for the program through a non-governmental organization, which aims to promote awareness about cultural diversity 
and peaceful coexistence. Prior to their visit, their face-to-face interactions with Japanese individuals were rather mi-
nimal. Therefore, their knowledge about the Japanese culture was acquired mainly through media, and their perceptions 
of the Japanese culture were more or less stereotypical.  

2.2. Procedure 
The authors explained the purpose of the study to the participants and assured them that their responses would remain 

confidential. The semi-structured interviews were conducted across the 10-day educational volunteer program, which 
was hosted in August 2019. The days on which the interviews were to be conducted were determined by identifying the 
potential turning points of the program. Accordingly, interviews were conducted on days 1, 2, 5, 7, and 9. Each inter-
view lasted for approximately one hour. The interviews were conducted at the end of each of the aforementioned days, 
and the 2 students were simultaneously interviewed in a group interview format.  

The basic questions in the interviews were drafted beforehand, and are as follows: “Have you got accustomed to the 
Japanese way of life?”; “Have you learned anything new or interesting about the Japanese culture?”; “How did you find 
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out about it?”; “Did you have any trouble engaging in activities, or interacting with Japanese people?”; “Which beha-
viors do you expect Japanese students to exhibit during the next set of activities?”; “What did you gain from participat-
ing in this program?”; “According to you, what are the most significant cultural differences between Japan and Ita-
ly/Indonesia?”; and “Have your perceptions of Japanese students changed since the beginning of this program?”. When 
the discussion deepened, the interviewer allowed the conversation to flow naturally. Each interview was audio-recorded 
and subsequently transcribed verbatim. 

The transcribed data were analyzed using the modified grounded theory approach (M-GTA) proposed by Kinoshita 
(2003). The M-GTA emphasizes on the elaborateness of the analytic procedure, unlike the original grounded theory 
approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Data for analyses are extracted based on the research theme. In the M-GTA, human 
perceptions, behaviors, emotions, and related factors and conditions are carefully examined in accordance with the data. 
Moreover, open coding in the M-GTA is guided by the analytical theme, which facilitates deeper interpretations of the 
data. The data fragments of interest to researchers should be examined with several possible interpretations from as 
many perspectives as possible and be validated against the data (Kinoshita, 2003). 

The analyses of data in the M-GTA include several steps, such as identifying the analytical theme and analytically 
focused persons, developing an explanatory concept that may explain other similar expressions, and creating an analysis 
worksheet. As data analysis progresses, new concepts should be generated, and analysis worksheets should be com-
pleted for each concept. Simultaneously, the analyst should identify other specific examples that are embedded within 
the data and include them under the variations section of the worksheet. A concept for which several concrete examples 
fail to emerge should be regarded as invalid. Further, the generated concepts and other concepts should be examined in 
relation to each other. Finally, the analyst should develop a category that includes several conceptual relationships, 
summarize the results of the analysis based on the relationships among the categories, briefly describe the concepts, and 
create a results chart. 

3. Results 
The interview data were open coded. Ten concepts and four categories were extracted from the analysis of the foreign 

students’ reflective narratives regarding the awareness of Japanese culture they acquired from short-term contact with 
Japanese students. The results of categorization were shown in Table 1 and the relationships among categories about 
cultural awareness by international students were shown in Figure 1. Table 1 shows the extracted concepts and catego-
ries along with concept definitions and examples of variations. Among the 4 categories, two were considered to be per-
taining to helping international students adjust to Japanese society and culture, and another two were to be potential 
barriers to relationship formation with Japanese people. The sections below provide detailed explanations of the con-
cepts obtained in each of the four categories. 

The first category, “Excellent Sociality” included two concepts: “consideration of others” and “collective sociality”. 
This study defined “consideration of others” as “awareness that Japanese people are naturally considerate of others”. 
One informant stated: 

I think, in general Japanese people were available to listen a lot to me when I made my presentation. In Italy, students are 
used to never listen. They’re respectful for other people. This is a significant difference. 

Through educational activities with Japanese students, the informants had multiple opportunities to feel respected and 
listened to by their Japanese colleagues, and to receive help and care from them. They also noticed that Japanese people 
show high levels of collective cohesive behaviors and that these behaviors enable each of them to contribute to final 
results in group settings. This study defined the concept of “collective sociality” as “awareness that Japanese people are 
highly socially engaged in groups and that they all contribute to their teams”. The narrative example related to this con-
cept is as follows: 

I think Japanese also engage with team group. Everybody is giving, used to contribute. In my country, it is often that some 
people stay underside and talk to each other. Maybe it's like a coincidence. Just one time, but I've noticed that. When I was 
in school, I always hated team group because they were staying there and did nothing. Still, they got glory. However, in 
today’s activities, I haven’t seen that. 

Thus, the informants perceived and appreciated Japanese students’ highly engaged social behaviors. Sociality here 
refers to caring for others who were close to them and collective behavioral performance that resulted in high functio-
nality and good outcomes in group activities. 

The second category, “Unique Japanese Communication” included two concepts: “Japanese-style rituals of behavior” 
and “skillfully delayed self-disclosure”. This study defined the first of these concepts as “awareness of and interest in 
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peculiar Japanese behaviors that are performed in ritualistic manners”. The informants recognized signs and ritualistic 
behaviors that would help them become accustomed to the Japanese community. The related narrative example is as 
follows: 

A random thing that I noticed that you do when you have a dialogue is that like you keep saying, "Hai, Hai, Hai" when the 
other person is. It is okay, like, for him to make sure that he knows that you are understanding and maybe, yeah, okay, I 
got it. We are not used to doing that. 

This study defined the second concept in this category, “skillfully delayed self-disclosure”, as “the discovery that 
Japanese people slowly reveal their individuality rather than not having any individuality or not disclosing themselves”. 
This concept was identified based on the insightful observations of the informants regarding Japanese people’s unique 
styles of self-disclosure. The narrative example is as follows: 

I thought Japanese people really have a surface they show to the public, but they were not really expressing and people are 
kind of plain, but by staying with them and seeing them, they act when they are confident. You can see they are different 
and each of them has his own personality, its own qualities. Yes, I definitely changed my first impression. At first I was 
like so maybe I was kind of worried about it because everybody looks so unexpressed. But it is not like that. Maybe, it just 
takes time. Yeah. 

The third category, “English Language Barrier” consisted of only one concept, “difficulty in communicating in Eng-
lish”. This study defined this concept as “finding it difficult to achieve mutual understanding or share ideas because 
Japanese people’s insufficient understanding of English served as a barrier”. The informants had no previous experience 
learning Japanese, and English was supposed to function as the official language of communication during the project. 
While basic exchanges of information were possible between the international guests and their Japanese hosts, the Jap-
anese students’ limited English abilities made exchanging ideas, sharing ideas and feelings, and negotiating more diffi-
cult than simply exchanging information. 

The fourth category was named as “Formation of Unconstructive Relationships”. Although the informants recognized 
Japanese students’ good manners and aptitude for forming human relationships, they also perceived certain unconstruc-
tive qualities that seemingly contradicted the qualities mentioned above. This category consisted of two concepts: 
“avoidance of confrontation” and “closed and reserved self”. This study defined the first concept in this category, 
“avoidance of confrontation”, as “awareness that Japanese people tend to avoid confrontational conversations, which 
can lead to unhealthy relationships caused by dysfunctional communication”. The narrative example of this concept as 
follows: 

Just like Cold War. Cold War. It is worse. My friends are better. We do not fight like this, yeah. In Indonesian culture, 
among boys, you have to fight like this, and problem solved, yeah. 

After the interviewer, as a cultural mediator, explained possible reasons Japanese people favor indirect expressions 
and distanced interactions as communication methods, this informant insisted that she preferred the direct communica-
tion and interpersonal confrontation that usually takes place in her own culture. She contended that the silence kept by 
Japanese individuals in situations where conflicts need to be solved is worse than actually fighting and compared this 
phenomenon to what occurred during the “Cold War”. Thus, the informants perceived the common modes of interaction 
among Japanese people—avoiding saying things that get to the heart of the matter, not seeking to solve problems, and 
focusing on maintaining relationships instead of developing them—as unconstructive. 

This study defined the second concept in this category, “closed and reserved self”, as “gaining an impression that 
Japanese people close themselves off to others, do not talk about themselves or familiar topics, or do not actively talk to 
others”. The narrative example is as follows: 

I was not asking, but I understand that it is a personal thing, also in my country, of course, it depends on personality. 
People open up and people don't open up but maybe, in general we are more open. 

To propose possible gaps existing for international short-term guests in getting accustomed to Japanese culture, Fig-
ure 1 shows the relationships among the extracted categories. As Figure 1 shows, the international sojourners encoun-
tered Japanese people’s high levels of sociality at relatively earlier stages. This sociality was characterized by Japanese 
people’s sensitivity and consideration for other people, and had a non-verbal basis. The second stage the international 
guests encountered was a lack of constructiveness or fragility in human relationships within the Japanese solidarity 
framework. The informants assumed that the second stage of human relationships—which is based on open hearted 
dialogue and, in some cases, may be confrontational—was necessary for healthy and constructive relationship building. 
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Table 1. Cultural Awareness of International Students During Short-Term Intercultural Contact in Japan 

Category Concept Definition Example of Variation 

Excellent 
sociality 

Consideration 
for others 

Awareness that Japanese 
people are naturally consi-
derate of others; this in-
cludes respecting, listening 
to, and helping others. 

I think, in general Japanese people were available to listen a 
lot to me when I made my presentation. In Italy, students are 
used to never listen. They’re respectful for other people. 
This is a significant difference.  

Collective 
sociality 

Awareness that Japanese 
people are highly socially 
engaged in groups and that 
they all contribute to their 
teams. 

I think Japanese also engage with team group. Everybody is 
giving, used to contribute. In my country, it is often that 
some people stay underside and talk to each other. Maybe 
it’s like a coincidence. Just one time, but I’ve noticed that 
When I was in school, I always hated team group because 
they were staying there and did nothing. Still, they got glory. 
However, in today’s activities, I haven’t seen that.  

Unique 
Japanese 
communication 

Japanese-style 
rituals 
of behavior 

Awareness of and interest in 
peculiar Japanese behaviors 
that are performed in ritua-
listic manners. 

A random thing that I noticed that you do when you have a 
dialogue is that like you keep saying, “Hai, Hai, Hai” when 
the other person is, it is okay, like, for him to make sure that 
he knows that you are understanding and maybe, yeah, okay, 
I got it. We are not used to doing that in Italy.  

Skillfully 
delayed 
self-disclosure 

The discovery that Japanese 
people slowly reveal their 
individuality rather than not 
having any individuality or 
not disclosing themselves. 

I thought Japanese people really have a surface they show to 
the public, but they were not really expressing and people 
are kind of plain, but by staying with them and seeing them, 
they act when they are confident. You can see they are dif-
ferent and each of them has his own personality, its own 
qualities. Yes, I definitely changed my first impression. At 
first I was like so maybe I was kind of worried about it be-
cause everybody looks so unexpressed. But it is not like that. 
Maybe, it just takes time. Yeah. 

English 
language 
barrier 

Difficulty in 
communicating 
in English 

Finding it difficult to 
achieve mutual understand-
ing or share ideas because 
Japanese people’s insuffi-
cient understanding of Eng-
lish served as a barrier. 

Japanese students didn’t understand so much my English, 
maybe. I’m sorry because I found languages are barrier for 
us to understand and to share things. (Asked if it was fru-
strating) Not frustrating, but I mean, I think it would be bet-
ter, if we had easier communication. Next time, I’ll learn 
Japanese more hardly. 

Formation of 
unconstructive 
relationships 

Avoidance of 
confrontation 

Awareness that Japanese 
people tend to avoid con-
frontational conversations, 
which can lead to unhealthy 
relationships caused by dys-
functional communication. 

Just like Cold War. Cold War. It is worse. My friends are 
better. We do not fight like this, yeah. In Indonesian culture, 
among boys, you have to fight like this, and problem solved, 
yeah. 

Closed and 
reserved self 

Gaining an impression that 
Japanese people close them-
selves off to others, do not 
talk about themselves or 
familiar topics, or do not 
actively talk to others. 

I was not asking but I understand that it is a personal thing, 
also in my country, of course, it depends on personality. 
People open up and people don’t open up but maybe, in 
general we are more open. 
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Figure 1. Relationships among categories about cultural awareness by international students. 

4. Discussion 
This study’s analysis of the international informants’ narratives revealed that they acquired complex insights about 

the impact of Japanese culture on interpersonal relationships during their very short visits. Interestingly, this analysis of 
informants’ impressions from a short-term intercultural stay and close contact with host individuals helped creates a 
sample model regarding how Japanese society can foster a human environment that would meet the psychological needs 
of foreign guests and maximize the respective experiences of all sojourners by making host-guest relationships mutually 
fulfilling. 

Through participation in group activities and close daily interactions, the short-term student visitors identified dedi-
cation and contribution to groups as well as thoughtfulness and consideration for others as strong and admirable cultural 
traits. This is related to cultural appreciation of Japanese people as highly social within their groups. It could be sup-
posed that recognizing these aspects of Japanese culture could be an important first step towards intercultural adaptation 
to Japanese society for sojourners. At the same time, the student visitors also identified barriers that are innately em-
bedded in Japanese people and society, including Japanese students' inability to communicate in English at deeper levels, 
as well as a lack of the open-minded dialogue skills needed to build up constructive relationships with others. The re-
sults indicated that international guests might experience adaptive and maladaptive mental conditions simultaneously or 
sequentially. Cross-cultural adaptation and cross-cultural maladaptation have typically been discussed in a binary fa-
shion, but this phenomenon of adaptive and maladaptive attitudes appearing in the first few days of an international visit 
highlights the complexity of the path to cross-cultural adaptation. This slightly contradicts conventional culture shock 
and adaptation theories such as that of Oberg (1960), which holds that the first few days or weeks of cross-cultural stays 
comprise a “honeymoon stage” in which sojourners tend to see things with rosy glasses and are therefore in good psy-
chological states; only after remaining in host countries for longer periods are they obliged to deal with real life condi-
tions and try to overcome their specific discomforts and pains.  

The progress of globalization makes various types of cross-cultural stays possible, and the widespread use of the In-
ternet allows people to acquire preliminary knowledge about other countries, meaning that cultural learning takes place 
in various forms. Previous studies have reported that even relatively short opportunities for intercultural contact allow 
people to experience cultural learning and thereby help increase their intercultural knowledge, self-efficacy, and cultural 
intelligence (Church, 1982; Czerwionka, Artamonova, & Barbosa, 2015; Nguyen, Jefferies, & Rojas, 2018). Research-
ers have pointed out that the phenomenon of becoming multicultural cannot be explained simply as a psychological 
process of sequential adaptation to a new culture (Vora, Martin, Fitzsimmons, Pekerti, Lakshman, & Raheem, 2018). 
Martin and Shao (2016) identified two types of multiculturals: innate multiculturals, who experience early immersion in 
cultures, and achieved multiculturals, who are exposed to multiple cultures and/or different cultural contexts. The lat-
ter’s late-arriving culture learning necessitates the development of distinct cultural conditions that guide their interpreta-
tions as they switch between different cultural frames. Cultural learning may involve overcoming negative impressions 
and emotions even in short-term interactions, and can occur along different trajectories. Careful and close examination 
of the cultural learning phenomena of sojourners with different forms of cross-cultural experiences should further be 
explored. 

After examining a community-based international educational program in Japan, Deguchi (2016) reported that 
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short-term, close interactions between international and Japanese students enabled the participants to reach the stage of 
psychological unification in which they identified as an international entity, “we”, with cultural awareness of simple 
“cultural differences”. Nevertheless, the types of culture learning that could possibly lead international individuals to 
adapt to Japanese society in real situations require consideration. 

Difficulties in communicating in English, perceived by international students as a “language barrier,” may also be as-
cribed to Japanese students’ communication style. Japanese is considered a high-context language (Yamashita, 2012), as 
characterized by subject omission, a lack of syntactic markers for gender and number, and so on. A higher dependency 
on the context of discourse also affects one’s communication style, wherein the speaker relies more frequently on 
non-verbal cues than does a speaker of low-context languages such as English. The Japanese students participating in 
this short-term volunteer program have learned English in their six-year secondary education, and therefore have ac-
quired the knowledge of the language to a considerable degree. Nevertheless, in their actual communication with inter-
national students, they encountered difficulties in expressing their thoughts clearly, resulting in communication break-
downs. For smoother communication in English, Japanese students will need to focus more on conveying their ideas 
verbally rather than simply expecting international sojourners to read between the lines. English classes can prepare 
them for diverse cultural contact by drawing their attention to different communication styles and other cultural differ-
ences. Although central to this study is cultural awareness among international students upon their contact with Japa-
nese students, the findings also suggest that cultural awareness is important for the students of the host country as well. 
Opportunities for cultural contact, such as the one examined in this study, will encourage host students to gain an 
awareness of cultural differences. 

The findings of this study have three potential applications. First, this study clarified the improvement and education-
al perspectives of Japanese hosts who accept short-term students in international education programs. This insight could 
enable organizers to develop effective cognitive-behavioral skill-building education for hosting students, which aims to 
improve these students’ awareness of their own behavior and thinking patterns as well as their interaction skills. Second, 
even in cases where cognitive and skill-building education for hosting students related to communicative English and 
confrontational dialogue skills cannot be enhanced to the level required by short-term international guests, understand-
ing the nature of the gap created by the interactions between foreigners and Japanese should enable program organizers 
or coordinators to pinpoint appropriate timing of psychological and educational interventions. Third, the findings gained 
from this study could be applied for the psychological support for intercultural adaptation of long-term foreign residents 
in Japan. The first possible stage would involve encouraging long-term residents to become aware of the nature of Jap-
anese society and providing them with positive evaluation perspectives. In the second stage, a cross-cultural mediator 
could make international residents aware of the unique ways in which Japanese people relate to others and thereby help 
them realize the limits of the relationships they can build with Japanese people. Understanding these positive perspec-
tives and limitations would enable international residents to find out the ways how they can relate to Japanese, while 
making use of the unique cultural characteristics they possess within themselves. 

Authorities such as Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sport, Science and Technology (2014) have discussed 
the necessity of improving Japanese students’ English skill levels. However, the findings of this study suggest that Eng-
lish skills cannot only be conversational or mere communication skills but ones that would make dialogues possible 
between people with different cultural backgrounds. Hirata (2012) contended that the historical homogeneity of Japa-
nese society hampered the development of the notion of dialogue among people of different backgrounds. Thus, psy-
choeducational exercises that present Japanese individuals with situations in which they cannot easily be understood 
without in-depth exchanging of words should be carried out in various settings. Gargen (2019) pointed out that when a 
person comes into contact with another group of people, the issue of “otherness” has to be faced. Attempts to develop 
appropriate psycho-educational interventions that invite people to face otherness and the implementation of action re-
search will be required in the future. 

Finally, the limitations of this study should be stated. The study only analyzed the narratives of two international in-
dividuals. Future studies should seek to verify the generalizability of these findings by increasing the number of sub-
jects they examine. 
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