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1. Could you start by telling me about yourself and your international experiences? 

Kitamura: I was born in Yokohama. Yokohama is a port city, so since I was a child, I was interested in foreign countries. Japan is a trading country and Yokohama was a point of contact with other countries, with ships coming in and going out. I grew up thinking that I wanted to go abroad, to cross the sea. Then, I attended a normal public primary school, public junior high school, and public high school, because when I was young, I came from a family that struggled financially. I had a lot of siblings, my parents were unemployed, I used to go to my mother’s various factories and earn a little money by weeding the factory grounds. 

So, my childhood was very tough financially and I went through a lot of hardship. But strangely enough, I was good at studying, or rather, I remember listening intently to what the teacher was saying. And it was the same at home and in junior high school, even though I hardly studied at home. I just listened to what the teacher was saying, or rather, I didn’t study at home because I didn’t have anything to study with, so I didn’t have money to go to a cram school, and I didn’t have any reference books, and I couldn’t buy anything like that, so I just studied at school. So I went to a normal high school, and while I was there, I wasn’t particularly struggling financially, but I studied hard again and couldn’t go to any cram school or anything like that because I didn’t have any money. So, I applied to university, and I got in. Well, how did I get in? Ah, I got in, and because I didn’t have any money, I got a special scholarship, and that covered my tuition fees. And even after I entered university, I mostly worked part-time, so it’s not like I didn’t study much, but I was always working, and food came first. Then, when I was in my third or fourth year of college, I guess the economy in general was improving, so life wasn’t so hard. Those were my student days.

When I was a student, I studied in my seminars the development issues of developing countries, and the development of developing countries from an economics and international economics perspective. Why did I get interested in that? I think it was because I was poor, so I was interested in what poor countries should do. So, I went to India when I was a student. I worked part-time, saved up some money, went to India, and traveled there for a month.

Hofmeyr: Was that as an exchange student?

Kitamura: No, it was a private trip, to travel. But I was on a budget, so I stayed in hotels that cost about 50 yen or 100 yen. Still, I was born very poor, so I slept on the floor and it was totally fine. In India, when you get off at the station, there are people touting, saying, “There is a good hotel” and so on. I would follow them, negotiate the price and stay there. But, for example, I was told to come to the dining room because dinner was around 6 o’clock that night, and everyone sat like this, just like Indians do, and we were given a bucket with rice or curry or something cooked in it. And everyone was given a plate, and the waiter took turns handing it out with his hands, and everyone ate it with their hands like this. And I thought that was just how it was, and I could accept it without a problem.

Also, since I was staying at a cheap place, I basically slept in a sleeping bag, but when I woke up in the morning, there were so many bedbugs, and they were nibbling on me so much, and those bedbugs only fed on the soft parts. So, when I woke up in the morning, my body was itchy, and when I looked, I realized that they were nibbling neatly, and they ate about 1 cm here and there, and when they felt that they were tired of eating, they would move on. Even though things like that happened, I thought, well, that’s just how it is, and it didn’t bother me too much. So, even though that kind of thing happened, traveling in India wasn’t such a difficult experience for me considering the poverty and family environment I experienced as a child, and I found it rather interesting.

After that, I studied the economy and the development issues of developing countries at university, and I got a job at a company. At the time, when you got a job at a company, there was a one-shot selection process, which is completely different from now. On the 1st of October, you lined up in order at the entrance of the company you wanted to work at. Once you got your first job offer, that was it. In reality, at that time, the university had a designated school system, so for large companies, if you went to a famous university like Tokyo University, Hitotsubashi University, Waseda University, or Keio University, you would generally pass the normal selection process. But after trying out for a few jobs, I ended up joining my current company. When I say “current,” I mean that I was able to get a job at the company I worked at then.

So, I joined Sumitomo Electric Industries, an infrastructure company that dealt with communications and electricity at the time. I thought I could go to developing countries and work in infrastructure, but I was assigned to something like the information systems department. After joining the information systems department, I went to the manufacturing plant and did some training in an automated warehouse, in specification design. That’s how it turned out, and I learned computer programs, programming, how to write flow charts, and how to use logic. That’s how it turned out, but my original motivation for getting the job and what I did after joining the company were completely different.

Well, even at that time, I was a new recruit who could speak English, so I thought I would be assigned to the international department. I had studied developing countries at university, so I thought I would be assigned to an overseas job related to infrastructure, but when I started working, I was asked to do something completely different, and it felt like everything I had studied at university was completely denied, that it was completely meaningless – like the company was telling me that it was completely meaningless, and I felt really depressed. But I thought, well, it can’t be helped.

Computers sounded interesting, so I started working there. I just thought of it as work, and I worked as a system engineer for about five years. We had an order entry system where when orders came in from each sales area, they were gradually sent to the factory, and then connected to the production line, so the system connected the order entry to production management. I did that for a while, but I felt like something was not quite right. There was a study abroad program within the company, so I used it to study abroad in the US. I studied in the US for about two years and got an MBA, but I studied management, American management, or rather, management methods that were widely accepted internationally. I took a break from work and went to the US. So, I studied. I studied, but I also had fun. 

When I came back, I was asked to do a completely different job again, and I thought, “this is completely different.” Well, I think the company just told me to try that because there was no place for me. After that, I did something different for two or three years, then I moved to the automotive parts industry, and then I was assigned to overseas business expansion. There, I did things like establishing joint ventures with overseas companies and acquiring overseas companies, and I was stationed in Germany to start up an overseas company. When I came back, I worked on acquiring overseas companies. So, I worked too much, and there was a time when I felt mentally drained and unmotivated.

After that, I moved to the department that was in charge of internal control, and I was in charge of internal auditing. In that department, I was in charge of investigating and reporting on the regulations of affiliated companies. We had companies all over the world, so I went on business trips to many places. I think I was in that department for about three years. After that, I went back to Germany and became the director of a German company. I worked there for three years and then came back to Japan, but I was tired of my job, and I didn’t have any particular reason to continue working. Well, that was one reason, but I also had a lot of personal things going on – my brother got colon cancer, and he died. I also heard news of the deaths of some of my acquaintances, and I started to think that life is limited, so I quit my job, and I went to Kwansei Gakuin University. Since I didn’t have anything to do, I went to graduate school there. I was in graduate school for two years, and then I wondered what I should do after that, and I decided to study abroad in France, so I joined a program called ICM - intercultural management.

In France, the ICM program is a two-year program, but I studied in France for one year, I think. So, I studied in the Fall and Spring Semesters, well, two semesters, and then I went to Taiwan to study abroad. I studied in Taiwan as an exchange student from a French university, so I think the Taiwanese university thought it was a little strange that a Japanese exchange student was from France, but I was fine with that. Then I returned to France from Taiwan, worked on my master’s thesis, and got the credits for my master’s degree.

But then COVID happened, and the deadline to submit the thesis was at the end of March. From a Japanese perspective, the deadline for a master’s thesis seems absolute, right? I thought it was absolute too, but the world was in a frenzy about COVID, and I had to write in English, which is not my native language, so it took me a long time. In the end, I just submitted the thesis in a hurry. When I heard about it, after I had submitted the thesis, about two-thirds of the class had ignored the deadline, and some people only submitted it six months later, or even a year later; some people gave up halfway through. If they had told me that at that time, I probably would have had a few more months, but that’s just how it was.

Regarding perceptions of time, African and South American students have a very “loose” sense of time. But I think it can’t be helped. I mean, African students can’t keep to a strict time, but in Africa there’s heavy rain, and problems with the buses, and traffic jams, right? So, if we say we’ll start at 10, and we ask everyone to be there at 10, they’ll end up being late because of all sorts of circumstances. The bus doesn’t come, the road is muddy, there are traffic accidents, and so on, so it’s impossible for the whole society to be punctual. There are all kinds of circumstances, so I think it’s inevitable that everyone is so “loose” with time, not because of mentality issues, but because of the lack of infrastructure and climate problems. There’s no point in Japanese people getting annoyed about that. “What’s up with that person always being late?” It has been like that for them since their childhood, so even if they run fast, everyone else will be late for various reasons, so there’s no point.

So, when I came back [to Japan], I submitted my master’s thesis, and there was an oral examination. I did it online, with Professor Alex, and then I passed and got my master’s degree. My master’s thesis and grades were reviewed by the university’s examination committee, and I got my master’s degree. For many students from overseas, getting a master’s degree in France makes it easier to get permanent residence and a work permit in France, and for people from Africa and other countries, this was like an incentive. But I just had an interest in that field, so I studied there and came back to Japan. I actually got degrees in the US, Japan, and France, so I thought I’d get a doctorate next, but I was tired. I thought I would rather travel and have fun, and so I’ve been having a lot of fun for the last four or five years.

Recently, I’ve been thinking vaguely about writing a book and publishing it. I would like to take my work experience, languages, cultures, and management, and I’d like to combine them all together and write a book that talks about how we should live in today’s multilingual and multicultural society, or what we all need to keep in mind, but I haven’t been able to work on it yet. That’s the story so far.

Hofmeyr: You went to America for your MBA, and it you spent two years there, right? So, you lived abroad for quite a long time, in America, France, Taiwan, and many other countries.

Kitamura: Yes, two years in America, and I was in Germany two times, so seven years in total in Germany, one and a half years in France, and six months in Taiwan. I’ve also been to many other places on business trips, like India, Russia, Eastern Europe, and Africa.

2. In broad terms, how much time have you spent working and studying with Japanese organizations and with international organizations?

Kitamura: I worked for that company for 35 years. For the first 10 years or so I wasn’t in the international department at all, but I studied abroad in the US for two years. After that, for the remaining 25 years or so, I was in the international department and was stationed overseas. So, if we split those 25 years, I spent seven years stationed overseas and 18 years in the international department.

3. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with businesses around the world. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you noticed in team dynamics?

Kitamura: Now, probably in the 1990s, around 1985, when I started working internationally, in the field of business administration, business administration and organizational management became very standardized internationally, in Western free market economy businesses. Knowledge about management know-how was being shared. There were top business schools, like Harvard Business School, right? There were places like that in Japan and in London, and Japanese universities started to share know-how about management, including Japanese management, and organizational management.

So, you know, it’s not like American companies are like this, or Japanese companies are like that, or German or British companies, and so on. I don’t think it’s like that at all, they’re all basically the same. The business world is all about economic rationality, maximizing profit, social compliance, legal compliance, and how to protect the legal environment while also pursuing the original purpose of the company – economic rationality, how to use social resources, resources, human resources, and so on. In terms of the way companies are run and managed, it is basically the same all over the world. 

The world is basically the same now. In the past, when there were very clear borders, things may have been quite different. One example is sexism. For example, in Japanese companies in the 1980s and earlier, there was severe discrimination between men and women in terms of the roles they played within the organization. It was the same in America. Up until the 1970s, racial discrimination was common in America. Sexism was also common. This was deemed unacceptable, so society as a whole began to make changes, and Japan followed suit. In a free market economy, issues such as human rights and common society values are progressing rapidly, so now it doesn’t really matter if it’s an American company or a Japanese company because everyone has the same definition of what a company is in a free market economy.

This said, it may be different in China or in Russia. I think that serving one’s country or having pride is completely different. Well, I’ve only worked with American and Western companies, so I think that even if we talk about team dynamics, there’s not much difference in those terms, or in how organizations are run. What is generally said is that America is top-down. They make decisions quickly, it’s all about quick decision making. In Japan, we discuss things together, consult with the group, listen to the opinions of many people, and the discussion goes round and round, so it’s hard to make decisions.

That’s what used to be said. But now, Japanese managers are competing with the world, and while they’re thinking about this, other overseas companies are making capital investments, and they are getting left behind. Everyone understands that we need to make decisions quickly, so I guess you could say that we are reviewing the decision-making process, and it is becoming more sophisticated. People have to delegate authority, and they can make decisions up to a certain level. For example, investments over 100 million yen no longer require company-wide approval. In the past, you would ask someone to approve an investment up to 10 million yen, but if you did that, you would have to make approvals every day, and the people on the ground would have to do it, and it would take six months to get approval for that investment, which would be too late. So, I think people are becoming faster at making decisions like that. Japan knows how to keep with those dynamics. But even if the top management of an American or Western company decides to make a decision, if a mistake is made, it can go completely off the rails.

I think that recently, there was investment in EVs, and Volkswagen and Mercedes decided that they would discontinue gasoline cars within the next 10 or 20 years, but that was wrong, the related technology had to be matured. There are various technologies to make electric cars, but whether the technology is completely mature, if there is something missing, it won’t work. The decision-making had to be made with such a balance in mind, and it was pushed by environmental issues. When you think about it, there were problems with safety in many ways, and I think they should have researched the technology a little more carefully. In order to meet the needs of society, in order to meet the demands of politicians and of environmental activists, and because they couldn’t keep up with the times, they rushed into EVs out of a sense of impatience, but I think that was a little too quick. So, it’s not a matter of deciding everything quickly. Also, when Ford decided to stop or suspend the EV project, various scholars looked into what went wrong in the decision-making process and what factors they failed to take into consideration. I think this will become a case study. When top management makes such investment decisions, when they make important implementation decisions, what do they need to think about? Perhaps they should compare and consider the EV case, and Toyota’s case, and use that as a lesson learned. And then they can think about what kind of dynamics will allow them to make rational and correct management decisions.

So, in regard to the question about dynamics, the world’s companies are making decisions that will take the world of dynamics to the next stage. If we call the process of decision-making and moving on to the next stage “dynamics,” then I think that managers around the world have learned from past reflections on the process of decision-making. That is something common in Europe and the United States and Japan. However, I don’t know much about communist countries, like China and Russia, so I don’t know what it’s like there.

I think that in China, if it’s a national goal, they just say “Let’s do it!”. For example, “Let’s build a high-speed railway.” Will there really be people who use it? Well, China’s population is large now, but the population will decrease from now on, so will there be people who make huge investments all over China to build a high-speed railway? That’s what is being said. The population will decline to two-thirds in about 30 years. There are 1.4 billion people now, so there may be many people who ride high-speed trains, but what will happen if the population goes down to 1 billion? People will be old and will not travel. Also, they will have built the high-speed railway, but communication technology has developed, and we can do business through remote meetings, so there’s no need to travel that far. It’ll cost money, and it’ll take time. I feel like that’s what’s going to happen.

Sorry, I’m getting off topic, but in the case of China, the head of the country, because it’s a planned economy, basically, we don’t know what they’re planning. They make quick decisions, but when they go off the rails, it’s a big failure. Also, what often happens in developing countries is that the country is immature in many ways, and the administration and governance are not solid, so many things are decided by the interests of a few. In that situation, it’s difficult to have proper management.

4. What strategies have you used for effective business communication in international teams? 

Kitamura: Well, as I said before, in the business world, economic rationality and compliance with the law are the basic premises. So, you can’t reach an agreement with the other party on anything that deviates from that. For example, if the product does not meet the safety standards of the partner country, or if employment does not comply with the partner country’s labor laws, etc. Also, if it turns out that there is no economic rationality, then you can’t reach an agreement because that doesn’t make any economic sense. 

If we’re going to communicate on that premise, we need a logical explanation. Can you properly explain how you came to that conclusion? That’s what effective business communication is - can you explain how you came to a conclusion logically? That is very important. So, what does it mean to explain logically? There are books and maybe even business manuals written about it, but there are advantages and disadvantages to each method that you should compare and consider. And there is risk. We only have so many resources, so we need to consider how much we can produce with these resources. One form of logic would be to convert such things into monetary terms, and if an option is cheaper, we go with that one. If it is a risk, you can convert the probability of it happening, or how much the insurance payout will be, and so on, into a monetary value. You can convert things like how much future profit you can expect to get from a certain advantage into a monetary value, explain it logically, and say that option is better.

However, there are some things that cannot be converted into monetary terms, right? A logical explanation for that would be, for example, the possibility of an earthquake. What should we do about a risk of 1 in 1,000 or 1 in 10,000? We need to think about what to do about insurance payments, and what to do in response to official advice and past cases. For the parts that cannot be converted into monetary terms, we assign each one to a badge, or rather, we think about what we ought to do.

This is just a small example, but you need to always provide a rational explanation that leads to a conclusion, and if you cannot provide a rational explanation, the other person will just think that you are not very clever. Sometimes there are people who cannot explain things because of their language skills. They can think and explain things rationally in Japanese, but because they cannot speak English, they just state the conclusion. So, the other person will think, “What is this person saying? Please explain it to me why.” That’s a language skill issue, but such people should receive proper support from people who are fluent in that language. In business, you can use money to hire people to support you with anything outside your specialty field. There are accountants, lawyers, translators, and interpreters, and if you cannot give a rational, logical explanation in a foreign language, you should hire an expert, an interpreter, or an advisor. To ignore the improvement of your own language skills and think, “They don’t understand anything” – that’s something we shouldn’t do.

Business communication is the business world, so it’s not like you don’t need words, like in a romantic relationship between a man and a woman; you need to explain things logically for mutual understanding. Also, in business communication, it is important not to run around aimlessly. Keep to the schedule. Planning, negotiation planning, how to proceed, how to keep with deadlines – to do that, and this may be a specific technique, but after a meeting, make a to-do list of what you need to do next and by when, and set a deadline. If you don’t do that… it’s work, it’s not like a master’s thesis at a university, but work, so you have to do things by a certain date. To do that, you have to coordinate each other’s schedules, in other words, you need business communication. And to move forward with business communication, that is necessary.

One more thing – negotiate after understanding the other person’s qualifications, education, intelligence, and background. You really have to understand it well before you speak. For example, the way in which Japanese people eat noisily and loudly, and when you eat together, the attitude towards the waiter, like “Waiter!!!” It’s not business communication, but it’s important. Treat the other person well. And when you’re eating, you talk about politics and the economic situation, right? When you talk about that, you can get an idea of ​​the other person’s education, intelligence, and background. You wonder how much they have seen of the world.

If they don’t understand the world very well, for example, who is running for president of the United States? If they don’t know that, you think that this person, this CEO, doesn’t care about what will happen in two years. Also, if they don’t know about the war in Ukraine. “I don’t know about the Ukraine war. What is that?” It is also necessary to understand the other person’s background from the conversation at dinner. That is because, if you start talking about complicated things after that, it’s no use. It will only confuse the other person. So, you need to talk while understanding the other person’s background.

At a basic level, you need to prepare letters; not letters anymore, but emails. For example, simple emails of thanks, such as "Thank you for your invitation" or "During my visit, you kindly guided me on a city tour". And then there are seasonal greetings. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that they are examples of maintaining good human relationships, but these habits are important to keep contact.

5. Can you think of any examples of very successful communication experiences in an international or intercultural environment?

Kitamura: As I mentioned before, in business, all you need is a rational, logical explanation. Also, in a company there is an organizational structure. If there is some sort of misunderstanding, you correct it properly. Clear up the misunderstanding and apologize sincerely for the mistake. So, in communication or correspondence, there may be misunderstandings or mistakes, and it may be a subordinate’s mistake, or it may be the boss’s mistake, and there will be twists and turns, but you fix it so that things can return to normal. Apologize, it was a mistake. It’s important to fix it, apologize, and make amends so that you don’t go wrong, or things get out of hand.

6. Have you faced any challenges working with and leading diverse national and international teams?

Kitamura: I was stationed in Germany, and I think this was not so much a business issue, but rather a difference in the working environment for employees. For example, in Europe you have holidays. Well, let’s say you’re on holiday for about three weeks, in German they call it urlaub. You say you’re on vacation, and you take three weeks off. Japanese people don’t really have long vacations like that, but Germans, for example, say, “I’ll be on holiday starting next week.” In the meantime, as an organization, there’s a substitute, but the substitute only does the bare minimum, and the bare minimum is a phone call saying, “They’ll be back in three weeks,” which is all I could expect. So, it was a problem when they suddenly took this kind of holiday while I was working.

At first, I was confused when I went to Germany as a Japanese company employee, but it works the same across Germany, and you can use the excuse that the employees are on holiday with customers – “He is now on holiday.” It works. But in Japan, if you say to a customer, “He’s on vacation, so please wait three weeks,” the customer probably won’t accept it. German society as a whole is structured in such a way that you have no choice but to accept that that person is on vacation, so if you understand that, there’s no problem. I was confused at first, though.

And then there’s the issue of changing jobs. In Western society, if there’s a good salary, people will move to another company. So, they go through various training programs, early career training programs, and so on, but then they say, “Oh, I’m quitting because I finished the training.” This person did only the training and then quit the company. There are people like that, but in society as a whole, whether it’s Germany or France, companies are to be used by people, not to make people work. So, I think that kind of value system, or the way of thinking about companies, is completely different. In other words, how can ordinary individuals make the most of the companies that exist in society to achieve their own happiness? That is the idea. Instead of being used by companies, you use the companies. So you improve your skills and increase your value. I think that Japan needs to become more and more like that, and companies need to accept that, too.

I’ve digressed a bit, but employee rights, rights to vacation, society’s attitude towards vacation, and the attitude of employees towards their jobs. People in the West come to companies with their own skills. Japanese people belong to a company and somehow, they manage to get by with just that. So, something might work at one company – if you work there for 10 or 20 years, it might work at that company, but what if you go to another company? After all, everyone needs to improve their skills, so that they can be used anywhere in society. They need to improve their skills so that they’ll be fine even if they get fired from the company at some point.

7. Did you face any challenges returning back to Japan after spending significant time abroad? 

Kitamura: I think this is a language problem – Japanese is a high-context language, English is a low-context language. When you speak a low-context language, ​​like English, German, or French, you try to say things directly and precisely. On the other hand, Japanese is a high-context language, so there are very ambiguous parts. For example, when you say, “kore shimashou ne,” [let’s do this] in Japanese, the subject, “everyone”, is implicitly understood, but you don’t state it. In English, “We have to do this together,” someone has to say who the subject is. If you do business in such a language and come to Japan, you find yourself saying things like “Who’s going to do that?” “You do it,” “You’re doing it,” “It’s your responsibility.” So, when you return to Japan, you say things like that. Only people who have had to speak in such low-context languages ​​will speak so bluntly in a high context. That’s what confused me.

So, the other party might say, “You’re speaking harshly.” An extreme example is when the other person writes down a warning. Well, in that case, it’s an email – they’ll write it down so that they don’t forget and send it to you by email. In the West, communication is high context, so you have to write it down properly and send it over. If they say, “I don’t know, I didn’t hear you,” you’d think, “What’s with this guy?”. In Japan, if you write down everything in Japanese and hand it over, saying, “You did this, you did that, so please don’t do that,” it would be very strong, wouldn’t it? “Please don’t do this in the future.” Well, that does happen. If you cause a problem like sexual harassment or academic harassment, a university committee will write up a report, but isn’t that extreme in Japan? Usually, it’s just a small verbal warning. But in that kind of low-context society, things like if it ia written, who the subject is, “you have to do it,” and so on, that kind of language, is it even Japanese? The problem was the gap between ambiguity and precision.

8. What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working across cultures in the future?

Kitamura: I wrote about studying abroad and living abroad in my master’s thesis, but the academic subject of cross-cultural competence itself is something I thought about when I went to America and France. People from undeveloped countries, such as in Africa or Southeast Asia, go to America and experience culture shock because of the modern life, and think, “Wow, this is tough.” There are studies on how to deal with it, on being “passive”, on how to overcome the culture shock and get used to a developed country. Similarly, the American Peace Corps went to Africa, and they went to dirty alleys and toilets, and they talked about food and how to get used to such harsh living conditions. It’s all about cross-cultural abilities, the ability to adapt to new environments. There has been a lot of research done, and that’s fine for international students and people who live there. But in the business world, you have to bring your own culture.

You have to actively communicate your own culture to the other person. It’s not just about passive cross-cultural adjustment or so, you have to communicate your own culture. That’s active competence. So, for example, if you try to move a Japanese sushi restaurant to China or America, you have to convey Japanese food culture. And not just the food culture, but the customer service, customer attendance, and other things like that, you have to be able to convey Japanese culture. Of course, there may be some points that need to be adjusted. But others do not. For example, “Irasshaimase” [welcome] – when you go to China or Taiwan, everyone speaks Japanese and says “Irasshaimase.” When you are in a company, you have to convey your corporate culture and Japanese culture to the other country. It’s not a world of cultural adjustment, you have to own it. Only then can business get started. So, for international students, the culture shock was tough, and at first it was a shock because they were tourists, so there was an “adjustment policy,” right? You learn about that, and that it will all work out after a while, but it’s different from the business world, so you have to think about that a little. 

The business world is not about international students or overseas travel, you have to be able to express yourself. Active competence, active, not passive. And it’s not so much about active vs passive competence, but active competence is necessary. And, in my case, if you have experienced a lot of things in your life, you can withstand a lot of difficulties. When you go abroad, there are many changes such as food, sleeping environment, climate, etc., but if you experience hardships from a young age, you can also endure them later in life.

So, to young people, like young students – people today have never had trouble with food, have they? They don’t have much experience having trouble with food. So, what happens when the time comes? I want them to experience all sorts of hardships, including things like that, like, “I don’t have anything to eat today,” or, if you’re from a poor family, and you don’t have anything to eat that day, what should you do? When I didn’t have anything to eat on a certain day, I’d do things like, “Oh, that’s right, I’ll go to that field and steal some carrots or something.” Or over lunch at elementary school, “Oh, that child is absent today. If he’s absent, there will be extra bread.” So, I’d go to the lunch lady and say, “Oh, can I have some bread?” When you’re in a pinch, you come up with all sorts of ideas. “There are some persimmons in that field.” Come to think of it, in autumn, persimmon trees were left abandoned, so people went to steal them; not steal, but pick them. Well, it is stealing after all. Going to steal persimmons, if you think about it now, you probably shouldn’t do that, but in the old days, even if a child stole a persimmon, or rather, picked one and ate it, the person who owned the persimmon tree wouldn’t say anything. They thought that that child who is hungry wanted to eat a persimmon, but because they are a child from a poor family, it would be okay for them to eat a persimmon anyway. And the neighbors also knew that there was nothing to eat in that house, so they would bring in potatoes, sweet potatoes, persimmons, and other things at that time of year, and they would say, “Please eat them.”

I’ve digressed a bit but, in short, when we’re in a situation where we have nothing to eat, we start thinking about all sorts of little things. What should I do? I don’t have anything to eat today, so I’ll eat the ripe persimmons over there. What should I do? Well, it doesn’t have to be a matter of life or death, but if you’re just thinking creatively, you know what I mean, when you just sit there and think, “What should I do?” Even if you can’t think straight, thinking about what to do improves the blood flow to the brain.
              
9. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for a future in business careers?

Kitamura: Well, that is too difficult to explain in one word. In short, we must first study what business is. What is business? Simply put, it is how to effectively use social resources, how to maximize profit, but on the condition of keeping with legal environment compliance. On top of that, we also need to look at the needs of society as a whole, customer demands, social requirements, and social value changes, so business and careers in business are not so simple. We need to be interested in all of these things and on how to develop business in the society we live in.

What is consistent throughout is how to grasp the needs of society, and as a fundamental principle of the raison d’être of a company, you need to think about and understand what the purpose of the company is. We have created a company system, a social entity in a free market economy, but we have to understand what it is for. What is the purpose of those companies and entities in our society? It is to make people happy. In one word, it is to make people happy. So, if a company makes people unhappy, it has no reason to exist. And making people happy means not only providing the necessary consumer goods, but also providing the necessary working places, paying wages in relation to consumption, and driving the economy, making use of the resources of the society in which we exist.

Of course, it’s no good to destroy the environment and make people unhappy. So, you have to understand the basic premise that companies exist to make people happy, and then understand how companies work. Now, whether it’s a joint-stock company or an operating company, there are all kinds of corporate laws. You have to understand all of them, and then regulate the company. Companies have to understand the various laws they must follow before they can operate. So, companies that have employees who commit suicide because of power harassment are not making people happy. Those kinds of companies have no reason to exist no matter how much profit they make. So, a company that causes employees to commit suicide because of that kind of power harassment has no reason to exist and should be subjected to thorough social criticism.

10. Is there anything else that you wanted to talk about or mention that we didn’t talk about? 

Kitamura: I can’t think of anything right now, but I wrote my master’s thesis on global jinzai [global human resources] at Kwansei Gakuin University, so let me talk a little about that. What is the definition of global jinzai? At that time, industries wanted those kinds of people. At that time. So, what was the definition? Good presentation skills, good English. They only emphasize skills, and they say that you should improve those skills, like presentation skills or English. But that’s not it; those are skills, not the goal of becoming global jinzai. For example, how to live – “how to realize yourself”? First, think about those words. For example, look at baseball players like Ohtani and Ichiro, are they global jinzai? It’s not like they went to America because they could speak English, or because they had presentation skills, or anything like that. These people have a firm realization, a “self-realization” that they will be successful as baseball players in the world, and they live for that purpose.

So I wrote about that in my thesis, too, but when you ask, "Why do you climb mountains?", you need to think about why you are climbing a mountain. You need a backpack, you need a stick, and other things, but you need to think about why you are climbing the mountain. Only then, can you become global jinzai. The people who are currently active as global jinzai are moving forward with a clearly defined idea of what they want to do.

On the other hand, for example, if you see an American climbing Mount Koya on their own, you can ask, is that person global jnzai? They are actually confined within the space of Japan, but if that person has crossed borders and come to Japan to realize themselves, isn’t that person also global jinzai? I do think so, so it’s important to think not only about skills, but how to improve yourself first. If you say that you need English for that, then you have to study English, but it’s fine to say that English can come later. Even players like Ohtani and Ichiro play baseball first and learn English later.
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