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  Introduction


  Whether or not we are aware of it, coping is something we all do. It is the way in which we interact with our environment in order to overcome problems and difficulties. In the archaic use of the word, coping is defined as "to meet" or "to encounter." Certainly there is not a more appropriate word to use when dealing with the process of interacting with a culture other than our own and with the problems that may result from such an encounter. As with learning any skill, the art of living abroad continually involves developing, mastering, and adjusting our coping abilities in order to successfully respond to the demands presented by a foreign country.


  There is no doubt that some people are better copers than others, while those who may cope extremely well in one situation may feel vulnerable in other circumstances or at different times in their lives. Men and women have their own styles of coping, as do children and adults. People of different cultures, as represented in the expatriate community of Japan, whether North or South American, European, African, Oceanian, East or Southeast Asian, also cope in different ways.


  It is no small task to write about the variety of ways in which people cope or about the kinds of problems they must cope with. Experience has shown us that the problems confronted by the expatriate community of Japan fall into the following general categories: (1) culture-specific, that is, related to living in Japan; (2) common to expatriate communities worldwide, as with culture shock; (3) related to an individuals or family's developmental-maturational stage, such as the midlife crisis; and (4) health-related, for example, as in coping with diabetes. Most people can cope with any one of these problems, but even a single obstacle can be made worse when a person has to deal with more than one category at a time or when it becomes difficult to differentiate between the problem areas.


  Although a psychosocial approach deals with only one aspect of living in Japan, we believe it is an important one. We know that there is no fate worse than feeling totally alone—especially in a foreign country, without one's normal support systems. However, we believe that living in a new culture offers opportunities for growth, with its many facets—letting go in order to receive, befriending our fears to instill trust, seeing the humorous in the serious, and ultimately knowing that hope is real and despair but a moment in time.


  Because we both have had the privilege of growing up in cultures other than our own and have worked with people of varied cultural backgrounds, this book rests on the combined experience of our personal and professional lives. It is our sincere wish not only that what we have to share will be informative and useful but that somewhere in these pages you may meet a kindred spirit.


  Tazuko Shibusawa, Ph.D.,

  L. C. S. W.

  Joy Norton Van Buren,

  M.A., M.S.W.

  Co-founders, Counseling

  International

  Tokyo, Japan


  1 Arrival


  
    There is the odd and persistent fact that it is only after a faithful journey to a distant region, a foreign country, a strange land, that the meaning of the inner voice that is to guide our quest can be revealed to us.

  


  —Heinrich Zimmer

      German scholar


  "I reach for the door, but the knob is not there. I look down and there it is."


  You have opened the doors to Japan. Were the doorknobs where you thought they would be? Were you expecting them to be in the same place as they are in your home country, or were you expecting sliding shoji (rice paper) doors?


  People come to Japan with different expectations. Most arrive expecting things to be different and perhaps exotic— definitely not the same as they were back home. They know they will be living in a country where the language, food, and customs are different; where the crime rate is low but the cost of living high; where people are shoved into trains during rush hour; and where people do not display their emotions as they do in other cultures.


  Most adults come prepared, at least in their mind, for some surprises, some discomfort, and some unique adventures. But no matter how well they prepare themselves, there will always be incidents or situations that will provoke unexpected reactions, such as confusion or anger, and low moments. Few people arrive expecting that they themselves will be changed by the experience. In trying to make yourself feel comfortable in this country, you will find the need to make a series of adjustments in order to make the best of your Japan experience.


  Expectations


  Your initial adjustment to a new country depends largely on your expectations. Even though you know you shouldn't expect things to be the same as in your home country, you probably arrived at Narita or Kansai International Airport carrying suitcases filled with subtle expectations that you were unaware of.


  Some come to Japan expecting to find a country filled with polite and reserved people and are shocked to see the loud and boisterous behavior of men coming out of bars in the evening. Others may be disappointed to find small plastic bathtubs in their apartments after hearing so much about the spacious Japanese baths. For some, it is a shock to see the run-down quality of public institutions, such as schools, hospitals, and government offices, when Japan is supposed to be one of the wealthiest nations in the world.


  Japan is, in fact, full of such contradictions. People seem polite and yet at times are outright rude or even cruel. They seem to be obsessed with cleanliness, and yet many places are filled with garbage and clutter. They tend to be reserved and private, and yet in some respects personal boundaries seem very vague, as when taxi drivers urinate in public. The serenity and peacefulness found in temple gardens are quickly erased by the loudspeakers of the yakiimo man (selling hot sweet potatoes), the right-wingers' jeeps, and the election campaign trucks. People seem to be indirect and yet direct. At times, you might be taken aback by what appears to be a very intrusive question. Japanese people may also seem to be patient and impatient, efficient and inefficient, quiet and loud, materialistic and spiritual, strict and indulgent. Such paradoxes are difficult, especially for Westerners who are more comfortable with things that are black-and-white, clear-cut, and hence "understandable." To adapt to Japan, the sojourner must develop a new thought process, one that allows the integration of two opposing viewpoints, and learn to be comfortable with, or at least tolerant of, daily contradictions.


  The subtle expectation that creeps out as you unpack your luggage is that "things ought to make sense." In Japan, however, it's most likely they never will. In fact, things will begin to make sense only when you stop expecting things to make sense—another paradox for the newcomer to ponder.


  
    People had told me it was impossible to be totally accepted by the Japanese. I didn't believe them. I thought I could be different, and it took me a year to find out they were right.


    —Businessman with overseas experience

  


  The inability to blend in among the Japanese is often a source of frustration for foreigners who come with the expectation of being immediately accepted. Many Japanese believe that they are an ethnically homogeneous group, and are ambivalent about accepting people of other nationalities and races into their culture. The discrimination against the Chinese and Korean residents who have lived in Japan for many generations is well known. It is said that what hinders the internationalization of Japan is not the lack of exposure to the West but the mentality that stubbornly refuses to acknowledge that Japanese culture can be understood by foreigners.


  Another factor adding to these complications, especially for Westerners, is the change in Japans status in relation to the international community. Japan is presently the only non-Western superpower. Every other country in Asia is a developing nation or a newly industrializing economy. You cannot come to Japan expecting only an exotic Asian experience. The problems seen in Japan often hit home, since they are similar to those affecting all the advanced nations of the world. You can't escape reality by living in Japan; an acute awareness of what is going on in the world is a real asset.


  Many Westerners are caught off guard by the extent of Japan's modernization. Some aspects of Japan, for example, are more developed than what might exist in their own countries. Encountering advanced high-tech products (like those found in Tokyo's Akihabara district), efficient train systems, services that remain excellent for the most part, and the absence of run-down ghettoes can be a humbling experience, especially if you have not looked at your own country with a critical eye.


  Culture Shock


  When expectations of a foreign culture are not met, the usual reaction is disappointment, frustration, or anger. The individual goes through a process known as culture shock.


  K. Oberg, an anthropologist, first introduced the term culture shock, which is used to describe reactions to something in another culture that is difficult to digest. In studying the adjustment process of anthropologists doing fieldwork in different cultures, Oberg described the experience of culture shock as an "anxiety resulting from losing one's sense of when to do what and how.'"1 According to Oberg, culture shock occurs when one is unable to anticipate events accurately and does not have the control necessary to bring about an expected result.


  A host of researchers have followed Oberg in studying this phenomenon, and there have been extensive studies conducted involving foreign students, scholars, and military personnel. In these studies, culture shock has been defined within the particular theoretical framework embraced by each researcher.2


  Behavioral researchers define culture shock as a maladaptive response to a new situation in which an individual's previous knowledge is inadequate for coping with the new environment. Culture shock occurs because one has not learned appropriate ways to adapt to the new culture. In order to overcome culture shock, behaviorists suggest that, as quickly as possible, one acquire new skills, such as new ways of interacting with people, and learn about the new culture and its language.3


  Psychoanalytically oriented scholars liken the experience of culture shock to the process of a child separating from the mother for the first time.4 Thrown into an unknown environment in which one does not speak the language or understand the cultural cues, an individual experiences a helpless, childlike state. Loss of familiar surroundings can conjure up feelings like those children have when they have to let go of their mothers or give up a security blanket to which they have been clinging. According to some scholars, childhood anxieties and fears are reactivated during the process of adjusting to a new culture.5


  No matter what the explanation, exposure and adjustment to another culture is definitely a stressful experience. New residents in a foreign land are placed in the position of having to act while being bombarded with unfamiliar or contradictory messages and cultural cues. Uncertain of the correct way to do things, newcomers often expend an exorbitant amount of energy on what would be trivial tasks in their home country.


  Symptoms of Culture Shock


  
    I never expected I'd have difficulties here. Japan is so deceptive because it is so modern and similar to the United States. But I was so miserable in the beginning. I got lost all the time and couldn't figure out half the things they sold at the grocery store. It took me a long time before I became comfortable here.


    —Spouse of a U.S. businessman

  


  Everyone experiences culture shock in different ways and in individual rhythms. For some it may occur right after arrival; for others it creeps up six months later, often in the form of a mild depression. It can also be a recurring experience in which the feelings of discomfort reappear after a period of smooth transition. Just as things seem to be settling down, some individuals experience the rude awakening that they are in a foreign country after all.


  Observers of culture shock have identified a number of symptoms, the most frequent being a continuous, general, free-floating anxiety that affects normal behavior. Lack of self-confidence is common, and panic attacks also occur. Some people appear to lose their inventiveness and spontaneity for a period of time. Other features include excessive anger over delays and other minor frustrations, a feeling of hopelessness, and a strong desire to associate with people of their own nationality. Some find that they spend an excessive amount of time sleeping or reading, often because both activities offer sanctuary from overwhelming foreign stimuli.6


  Distrust of others and fears that other people are taking advantage are also symptomatic of culture shock. Japan is a relatively secure country with a low crime rate, and most people do not have a pressing concern for their personal safety. When one does not understand the language (written or spoken), however, it is easy to worry about being cheated, for example at the sushi shops, where prices are often not posted.


  A heightened concern over one's physical condition is a major symptom of culture shock. While some individuals become excessively concerned over minor aches and pains, we have found that a large number of people actually do become vulnerable to physical illness, such as influenza, when they first arrive in Japan. They constantly find themselves getting sick. In part, this may be due to the fact that they have not yet developed immunity to viruses common to their new environment.7


  Unfamiliarity with the Japanese medical-care system aggravates the already stressful situation of being ill. In Japan, a visit to a hospital can mean long hours of waiting for treatment, and few doctors have a comfortable private room, as do their counterparts in the West.


  There is also a marked difference in the ways in which Japanese and Western patients approach doctors. Japanese patients tend to be more passive and regard the physician as an authority figure who is not to be questioned. Westerners, however, feel it is their right to be fully informed, and the absence of information raises their anxiety level. Japanese doctors are not accustomed to patients who keep asking questions and hence are not used to answering them. This cultural difference in the approach to health care can be a source of anxiety for those with medical concerns.


  There are as many symptoms of culture shock as there are observers of the phenomenon. Oberg identified six common aspects of culture shock in his seminal study: (1) strain due to the effort required to make necessary psychological adaptations; (2) a sense of loss and feelings of deprivation in regard to relationships, status, profession, and possessions; (3) being rejected by or rejecting members of the new culture; (4) confusion in ones role, role expectations, values, feelings, and self-identity; (5) surprise, anxiety, disgust, and indignation upon becoming aware of cultural differences; and (6) feelings of impotence due to an inability to cope with the new environment.


  Of Oberg's six symptoms, we have found that the stress of psychological adaptation, the sense of loss, and feelings of helplessness are the three aspects most frequently reported by those who move to Japan.


  Stress Mastering a new environment is a challenge even when change can be met on a predictable schedule. Getting around in a town where there are no street names or numbers, trying to learn the names of bus stops, learning the difference between a kyuko, junkyu, kaisoku, and tokkyu8 when getting on a train, figuring out if the Japanese are saying no or yes when they nod their heads, feeling overwhelmed by the number of kanji (Chinese characters) to be mastered, selecting appropriate gifts when visiting someone, trying to find medicine equivalent to that used in your home country, and figuring out how to get money from the cash machine at the bank are all stressful events when you're confronted with them all at once.


  The amount of energy required to accomplish everyday tasks in a new culture is enormous and exacts a toll on an individual's resources. The exhaustion that results from the number of adjustments demanded by life in a foreign country is known as "culture fatigue." Becoming the object of unsolicited attention in public because one looks different is a stress factor frequently reported by foreigners in Japan, and repeatedly being approached for a free English lesson is an uncomfortable experience for many expatriates.


  An important thing to remember about stress is that people often do not recognize the amount of stress they are under, or how quickly they may be presented with stress-provoking situations. With travel time between continents so short, there is no transition period as there once was, when it took weeks, months, or even years to reach a destination. Today travelers are expected to adapt rapidly to a new culture, literally overnight. People often expect themselves to function in the same way and at the same level that they did in their home country. They become impatient with themselves, and when they feel bad, they often fail to allow themselves a grace period for adjustment.


  Sense of Loss Parting with family, friends, pets, and favorite restaurants and TV programs are just a few of the losses experienced in moving to a new country. The excitement an individual feels at the prospect of moving soon diminishes, and the move itself can be a letdown and provoke feelings of loss once the destination has been reached.


  In the beginning, losses can evoke feelings of sadness and emptiness similar to those during a period of mourning. It may be difficult to invest energy in establishing new relationships and developing interests in the new culture. This is a very natural reaction, and it is important to acknowledge, express, and release these feelings.


  Those who come to Japan not by choice but because they are accompanying their spouse or other family members often feel loss most intensely. Adjustment is easier for those individuals who have actively chosen to come to Japan, since they have careers or studies to occupy and distract them from experiencing feelings of privation. The accompanying spouse or family members may not have these distractions, only the feelings.


  Children are also sensitive to loss. Although most overcome these feelings in a relatively short time, it is difficult for them to adjust to a new environment when they remain attached to their friends back home. Introverted children may need extra time to make new friends. For children used to larger play areas and more freedom within those areas, Japan's lack of open space can be a great loss. They cannot understand why children are not permitted to run on the grass in most Japanese parks. Issues concerning the adjustment of children and adolescents are discussed further in Chapter 2.


  Feelings of Helplessness An American woman who has lived in Japan for a year echoed the feelings of many other foreigners here:


  
    When I came to Japan, all of a sudden I felt like a child again. Back home I'd been doing well. I was successful as an account executive. I was independent. I was able to do anything I wanted. And then I came here and I couldn't even read the signs. I had to depend on someone to show me how to get my dry cleaning done. I felt completely helpless, which was such a terrible feeling.

  


  In the beginning, the language seems impossible to comprehend, and trying to function without being able to communicate is an extremely stressful experience. Relying on others to get things done, and thus losing a measure of independence and a sense of mastery over the environment, leads to feelings of anger, frustration, and, sometimes, depression.


  The Adjustment Process


  The methods employed and the ease with which individuals adjust to life in Japan depend on a number of different factors. An individuals reasons for coming here are of primary importance, but nationality, ethnicity, cultural and educational background, financial status, marital status, age, and sex all play a role in cultural adjustment.


  An individuals previous life experiences also contribute significantly to the process. For example, a family transplanted directly to Tokyo or Osaka from a small suburb in the United States or Europe will have different adjustment experiences than a family who has had previous postings in other cities in Asia. The move for both families may be stressful, but the former must adjust to living in a large urban center as well as a new culture, while the latter may be used to city life in Asia and know what living in a different culture entails.


  The accessibility of a support network as well as an individual's economic status have an impact on the adjustment process. There is a substantial difference in the financial status of a person sent to Japan by a corporation or an organization (e.g., diplomatic, military, religious, or academic) and those who are hired locally by Japanese companies.


  Those transferred to Japan by corporations or organizations are usually sent here for a specific period of time, usually three years for North Americans and four to five years for Europeans.
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