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hile I was an exchange student Yokohama National University | had the

great opportunity to meet Takao Sasaki from Mitsui V-Net. Through this

friendship I learned many things about Japanese culture and daily life. He

recently asked me to share some of my memories of living in Japan, first as
an exchange student and then working for several years.

Hanami in Fukuoka - 2018

My interest in Japan was sparked when | read an article about modern Japanese
Society. The article talked about how Japanese people make important decisions in
their life, about work, marriage and personal goals. I noticed that the reasoning behind
the decisions of Japanese people is very different from how | was raised in
Switzerland. This is when | decided that | do not want to just visit Japan as a tourist,
but to try to live there and learn to understand how cultures shape us humans.
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While living in Japan, about every 6 months, | gained a deeper understanding for a
cultural difference that I could not fully comprehend before. For this report | picked
some examples &5k % and “how to ask for help”.
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Exchange Student at Yokohama National
University

From June 2010 until August 2011 | was enrolled in an exchange student program of
the Yokohama National University. The program was very well structured with
interesting lectures at the university, but also many cultural opportunities, such as
organised trips to see Kabuki performance at the national theatre in Tokyo among other
things. This is also when | was introduced to Takao Sasaki from the Mitusi-V net. He
invited me to see many historic places in Yokohama and Tokyo, as well as a No
performance and a Yabusame competition. He taught me patiently about how to
correctly hold chopsticks and introduced me different Japanese food for the first time.

While | worked on university assignments with Japanese friends | learned about &5k
4. The verb as such cannot be directly translated to English, which also indicated that
there is no equivalent in western culture. The meaning, as | learned to understand, is
“do your best” and then be satisfied with the outcome. From my own culture I was
used to always be a bit unsatisfied with the outcome of my performance, leading to
discussions about that I have not done enough, that I need to reach higher
achievements. The Japanese way of looking at my performance helped me to adjust my
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expectations for achievements to my abilities, to be satisfied with what | can achieve in
this life.

About half way through my exchange student year Rt #th A KFEH =HE
happened. | was on my way to my 7\« b to teach at an English conversation cafe
when it hit Yokohama. With all the phone lines down and trains stopped, | stayed the
whole day at the English conversation cafe. Towards the evening my employer told me
the situation will stay like this for longer and that | had to walk home. On my long
walk back to the student dormitory I saw many people helping each other, picking up
friends and family by car, walking together, carrying little children. There was no
panic or anger, people just did their best with this very difficult situation.

Top of Mount Fuji - 2011

In the coming days all transportation of food and supply into the metropolitan area was
completely blocked. Therefore, the stores had much less available than usual. People
were asked to buy only small amounts of food and water, to make sure everyone would
get a minimum of basic supplies. | was very impressed that there was no panic in this
unpredictable period, people respected and followed the sudden restrictions.

With 1858 A 5. B everyone was asked to do their best to support Japan with the
recovery from this natural disaster. Towards the end of my exchange student year,
many things had normalised again and with a couple of friends we decided to hike to
the top of Mount Fuji, before returning to our home countries.
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Returning to work in Japan

As | learned from my student friends the university life in Japan is very easy going
compared to the work life that starts afterwards. After experiencing so much
hospitality and support during my exchange student year, this was hard for me to
believe. So again | wanted to experience this different site of the Japanese culture.

After completing my studies in Switzerland | returned to Japan for an internship at the
Embassy of Switzerland in Tokyo and a Japanese intensive language course in 2013.
During that time | sent out over 90 job applications and got turned down for all, but the
very last one. It was for a job as an English reviewer of scientific publications, based
in Fukuoka. I had visited Kyushu during my student exchange year and Fukuoka had
left a very positive impression. Therefore | relocated to a city where I did not know
anyone.

Fukuoka was a very welcoming city and I made friends with local Japanese people
quickly. From one of my best friends | learned the correct way of asking for help in
Japan. I used to ask her very directly: “May I borrow your car next weekend, to
transport a washing machine to my new apartment?” Expecting a simple “Yes, sure.”
or “No, I need it myself” answer.

After asking this way for help a couple of times one day she said to me: “I need to tell
you something. It is very stressful for me, if you ask me so directly, because I really do
not want to answer ‘no’ to you in such a situation. Even if it is very inconvenient for
me.” | was very grateful that she told me, even though I have already lived in Japan for
several years and always | tried to be attentive to the difference in communication, |
did not realise that | caused my friend stress.

So | asked my friend: “But how do you ask someone for help?” She told me: “Just
describe your situation where you need help. For example you can say: ‘I need to
transport a washing machine this weekend, but I don’t have a car.” As your friend, if I
can lend you my car | will always offer.” Afterwards of course I tried to change the
way of asking for help. To my surprise | was indeed offered support by friends,
whenever | just explained a complicated situation in my life.

While living longer in Japan, | did learn many wonderful ways of seeing the world in a
different way than what I grew up with. | was invited by friends to join Japanese
traditions such as Hatsumoude at the beginning of the year.
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Hatsumoude in Dazaifu - 2017
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hallenges of working in Japan

However, | faced big challenges at work. The company | worked at was not a complete
Japanese company. It was founded by a New Zealand expat and half of the staff were
native English speakers, in charge of the English text editing and reviewing of the
publications. The customer service on the other hand were all Japanese and so were the
administration of human resources.

In general there are less vacations days in Japan. Ten days in Japan compared to 25
days that | was used from Switzerland. | used most of my vacations days to visit my
home country once a year and I couldn’t see much more of Asia while I was living
there. In addition, it was expected that when we are sick to use a vacation day whereas
in Switzerland sick days are independent from vacation days.

The most difficult experience for me was when | realised that | could not influence on
my professional development.

In Switzerland we discuss individual professional development with our supervisor.
Usually the employee describes which function (role, position) they would like to
develop into. In response the supervisor informs the employee what the requirements
are to be eligible for such a function. The requirements usually contain a certain
amount of experience in the current function and the completion of specific projects,
maybe some extra training. As an employee | can then work on those requirements.
Once a function frees up, everyone interested is encouraged to apply. If I’'m the most
suitable applicant and get selected for that function, my salary will be reevaluated and
adjusted according to the additional responsibilities. Of course there is always the
possibility someone else who is even more qualified will apply as well, and might get
the position instead of me.

My experience with professional development in Japan was very different. | joined the
company in a very basic function, but was quickly asked to take more responsibilities.
Hence | felt that the company was interested in my professional development. From my
experience | thought they would ask me to officially take a more senior function, if |
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showed that | managed the additional responsibilities well. However, for more than one
year, nobody addressed my additional responsibilities. Therefore, | talked to my
supervisor about the discrepancy between my initial contract and my current function.

Apparently this was my first mistake. | was later told by Japanese friends to never ask
for any improvements or express my interested in specific functions at work, as this
was again too direct and might have the opposite effect as | intended.

My supervisor told me the company would look into my request, but nothing changed
for another year. Then one of my colleagues left the company. | again expressed my
interest and motivation to progress into that function to my supervisor. However, there
was no application process and the company decided to promote someone who wasn’t
interested in this position.

My Japanese friends later explained to me that this probably happened, because in
Japan the time you have been employed somewhere determines if you get promoted,
not your performance and achievements. From many discussions with my Japanese
friends | learned that it is not common for employees in Japan to have any influence on
their professional development. Usually the employer decides the employees function,
even if it means moving to a completely different part of the country and living away
from your family.

| stayed in Fukuoka for 3.5 years and then returned to Switzerland, as I realised that
being able to influence my professional development at work is one of my main
motivators in life. Even if it was a difficult experience it is valuable as | wanted to
experience why the Japanese work life is so much harder compared to the student life. |
made many wonderful friends and even went to driving school to learn to drive a car.
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Returning to Switzerland

After returning to Switzerland, | found a job in an international company. | struggle
much less with being satisfied at work, because | set up my development plan with my
supervisor, so | know what are the requirements for getting promoted. In this aspect, |
think the Japanese culture could learn from western culture and allowing the
employees to have an influence on their professional development, depending on their
own strength and desires on what kind of work is most suitable for them.

On the other hand, last year, in 2020, when the global pandemic hit Europe, |
experienced that Swiss people worry in uncertain times, they express loudly that they
do not want to limit their personal habits and they don’t prioritise providing more
safety for the general public. In my opinion the western culture could learn from
Japanese culture how to be more focused on doing your best and better take care of
others.

I’m grateful that I have had the opportunity to live in Japan for several years and learn
about Japanese values and traditions. My life is so rich as | have come to understand
that both cultures are wonderful in very different ways and that they both can learn
from each other.

Switzerland — 2021
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