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

Takemura: I grew up in Japan until I was in my junior year in college, a third year. I had never left Japan, but I took a year to study overseas. I joined this program and took a gap year in college, and that was my first international experience in the US – in Seattle, Washington. As an adult, I also attended graduate school to obtain my MBA and master’s in international business. That was a two-year program, and after that, I stayed in the US for two and half years working in New York and various places. Pretty much since then, or before and after, I started doing work internationally, and when I moved back to Japan in 1999, a lot of my work was working for US companies. So, although I was based in Tokyo, I had occasional business trips, and a lot of my work required me to use English. I also lived in Singapore for a year when I was running my own startup as a co-founder in 2013 to 2014. And since 2021, I have been living in the US. So, it’s not so many years in living overseas, but because my career has been very US – Japan focused, most of my career, I used both English and Japanese. I also did a lot of work in Asia when I worked for a consulting company in early 90’s because my role required me to travel Asia to conduct research and work with clients.

Hofmeyr: You said you took a gap year in college to go study abroad. What made you want to study abroad?

Takemura: I always wanted to study abroad, since I was quite young. My parents didn’t allow me to take a gap year during high school, as they found it to be disruptive to college admission process. In Japan, it was not common to take a gap year between high school and college, so after two years in college, I decided “Oh, if I don’t do it now, I’ll never do it.”

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

Takemura: To be honest, I’ve never worked for a very Japanese company. The most Japanese company I’ve ever worked for was a joint venture between an American company and a Japanese company. I worked for that company for two and a half years, and I was on the management team. I felt like that organization, was my most Japanese business cultural experience. But for the most part, I’ve worked for American companies based in Tokyo.

Hofmeyr: Did you feel like the culture of those companies was very American even though they were based in Japan?

Takemura: Actually, it really depends on the company. Some are very American, especially when the bulk of the top management people were Americans or international folks. I think that makes a big difference. So, for the joint venture company, everybody on the management team was Japanese, and it had a very Japanese culture. When I worked for Disney, my boss was British, and my division’s management team was kind of a mix of Japanese and international folks, so it was somewhat international. The decision making and things like that were definitely very westernized. When I worked for Amazon, it was a very small organization and everybody had a boss and or managers in Seattle, directly or indirectly. Because it’s a matrix organization, most managers had both local managers and international managers to report to. This organization structure reinforced very American working culture. So, I think who makes up the organization really makes a difference. I was in tech for the most part, but some tech companies can be super Japanese, and some can be more progressive and westernized.

3. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with businesses both in Japan and abroad. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you noticed in team dynamics?

Takemura: Team dynamics is very interesting because, it’s stereotypical, but Japanese team dynamics is much more collegial, and they don’t necessarily put a specific name behind an opinion. They’d rather have a team opinion than an individual opinion, or decision making takes time, or meetings tend to be very inefficient. Also when people speak out at Japanese meetings, it tends to be a less direct and can take time more time than at American style meetings. And I think in Japan, there’s consciousness to hierarchy and a little bit of shame or embarrassment or uneasiness behind being very direct, which makes it very difficult for a meeting to be run efficiently.

On the other hand American companies, or the companies that are more efficiency oriented, they set an agenda, they keep the time – maybe if it’s half an hour meeting it’s not going to go over – and there’s a lot more protocol and discipline behind running a meeting. Because if you’re conscious of the time limit and you want to make your contribution matter, you try to differentiate, or you try to set a boundary between being personable and very social and getting things done. 

So, I think American companies, or at least progressive companies, tend to value time more whereas in Japan there’s less value in time. There’s social capital value in showing your face, but there’s no monetary value or opportunity costs associated with being inefficient. Whereas at American companies, you’re more rewarded if you’re efficient and to the point. And maybe you sound a little bit abrupt, but you get things done and then, after work, if you go out, you have fun, and it doesn’t necessarily have to be with company friends. So, I think people are much more clear about their boundaries in American team dynamics. And there are pros and cons to that; at American companies, I hear a lot of people who are new here and working for a company complain that it’s very difficult to meet people and make friends because it’s all about getting things done. And you might have a holiday party, but you don’t really go out after work for drinks or socializing. Whereas in Japan it’s all sort of intertwined, so there’s a lot more afterwork or weekend social gathering with your peers. So, I mean, I guess if you’re looking for networking beyond business transactional relationships at work, Japanese companies might be a good option.

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

Takemura: I try to see people for who they are as opposed to “Oh, this person’s American, this person’s Indian.” I try not to stereotype that person and really try to understand what their interests are, what their strengths are, and what’s their motivation for being part of the team. And well, the team is interesting because when there is a very energetic person, if that one person joins a team, the team changes, right? Whenever there is a group, I try to know each person but also think as a group, how can we function, what are some of the risks or things that I should be sensitive about that might happen because of this mixture of people? I think we just have to be informed, collect data about each person, and then be interested in each person and figure it out. Let’s say I’m the conductor of an orchestra. How can we bring everyone’s talents and personalities together in a meaningful way?

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

Takemura: Last year I was working with an intergenerational cross border team. I was helping a startup, and we used mostly Slack and Zoom as communication tools. And this wasn’t necessarily my contribution, but one of the younger team members, she’s very new, she’s a new graduate, and she had limited working experience, but she was really eager to learn. And she didn’t mind communicating her frustrations like, “Oh, this is what I want to know, but you guys may be talking…”, because online you don’t always have this casual water cooler conversation and sometimes things move along in a different smaller group, and you feel left behind. So, she was really leaning towards super open communication. But even if you weren’t part of the meeting, every meeting is recorded, so you could always listen. Not everybody would do it, but you actually have a safety net like, “Okay, I’m not excluded. If I want to, I can check this meeting.” We have to be really organized, but this is the way that teams are currently set up and each team is working on this; it just takes more time. But we were transparent about who’s doing what and what the goals are, and where we are at and what resources we have. So, you have to be very proactive in updating Slack or Notion, and we had a lot of reflective conversations after any milestones. But because it’s quite a bit of work to actually have that much information coming into a common place all the time, the challenge was that not everybody was keeping up with that and somebody had to follow up and say, “Hey, can you please upload this bit too? So we have the complete information.”

This may be where AI could really come and help us because now there are all kinds of tools including AI minute taking tools. I feel like people just need to know that they have access as opposed to actually listening to everything. I think this fear of not being included creates this narrative in your head that, “Maybe so and so doesn’t value my work,” or you start having negative thoughts. So, I think if you want to create an international team – where this kind of wondering can happen very easily because we all sit in the different environment or we bring in different cultural experiences, cultural values – I think we just have to lean more towards openness as opposed to “Oh, you don’t need to know this,” “You’re too young for this” or “It’s another division.” But because it’s so hard to enforce it, I think we need to use tools like AI, meeting tools or different tools, if that’s the direction the company wants to take. There are always people who are really good at introducing new tools, if a company wants to introduce.

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

Takemura: Of course. I mean, I think the time difference and space difference can create a lot of misunderstandings and confusion. When I was leading Southeast Asia expansion at Peatix, I was sitting in Singapore, our CEO was sitting in New York, and the sales or some of the marketing team or business team were sitting in Japan. We made our best effort, but this was before all these AI meeting tools and everything. So, it’s very difficult to feel like, “Okay, I’m on top of what’s going on.” Of course, we had weekly meetings or team meetings and all that, but I think when we all sit in different locations –NY, Tokyo, and Singapore, for example – it’s really hard to share a common understanding or the common day-to-day excitement or common day-to-day fears. So, I think it’s difficult to feel connected as one team.

So, teamwork wise, I think you have to be very intentional. For example, Peatix is a software platform, and customers complain about different things in different locations. We compiled a list and tried to prioritize. But depending on where you sit in the world, your priorities might look different. And how you reconcile priorities or strategic directions when what I see happening in Asia versus what my colleagues see Tokyo versus New York can be quite different? We need to recognize that we are not perfect, and we can’t be completely rational, but we have a common goal and try to make a good common decision. Unless the leaders are humble about the ignorance each one possesses due to varying experiences, it’s very difficult to come together – it’s going to end up being somebody who had a louder voice or somebody who happened to sit in a bigger market win. To summarize, we have to be aware of our blind spots and try to make the best decision that everyone can buy into and say, “let’s go.”

7. You completed your studies both in Japan and in the United States. Are there any similarities or differences in the education systems that you think students who are considering domestic and international university options should be aware of?

Takemura: There are exceptions, but in general, I think Japanese universities still tend to be lecture based as opposed to project based or problem-solving based. There are large scale lectures, especially for freshman and sophomores in the US as well. But in the US, many universities promote smaller class sizes or other learning opportunities. For example, my son is a freshman in college, and even as a freshman, there are research opportunities. Many schools are trying to bridge the gap between career and academics by having a co-op or helping the students have internships that tie to their major. And I know a lot of Japanese students now do internships as well, but I don’t think there’s necessarily a conscious effort from the university to tie their academic experiences to internships or help them navigate that process. I think there’s more effort, but not as much as in American universities. 

And also, the biggest difference I feel is that it is hard to change one’s mind for what students want to study after getting into college. I felt that acutely seeing my son’s and my Japanese niece’s process. High school kids don’t really know who they are, they don’t know what they want to do in their lives, but you have to choose if you’re going to into the humanities or sciences, or you have to choose if you’re going to be in the faculty of arts and sciences or the faculty of economics. That’s why it’s hard to create this career-major connection because kids change their mind, like, “I was in the faculty of arts and sciences, but now I actually want to be in computer science.” And you have to study outside of school or there’s just no connection. Whereas in American universities, it depends on the school, but there’s a lot more flexibility and it’s very common to transfer as well. So, you get a lot more second or third chances if you change your mind, and most colleges say, “We don’t expect you to know.” So, although students make the best decision possible given the limited experiences that they have, in college your worldview expands so much, and I’m happy that American universities expect students to change as they grow.

Another big point is now we keep talking about lifelong learning, but I don’t know how good of a job a Japanese university is doing to help students be lifelong learners. I think in the US, partially because it’s a very cutthroat environment where students really have to advocate for themselves and tuition is really high, students have to make the best of their investment. So naturally, there’s definitely a lot more ownership among students like – “Okay this is a big investment I’m making, I’m going to make the best of it.” So that mindset, I think it can translate to post-college life – this is my goal, and this is the learning investment I’m going to make.

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

Takemura: I think, to be honest, grit is one of the most important competencies. When I lived in Seattle for the first time during junior year in college, I was 20 years old. But all of a sudden, I was treated like a little kid because my vocabulary or the way I could communicate was very basic. So, it’s a very humbling experience. During that time, there were 15 or 20 of us in the program from Japan. I felt that the make-or-break factor of somebody actually acquiring culture and language after a year or not hinged upon grit. I had to keep reminding myself that “Okay, I made this investment. I came all the way. I don’t have friends or family here, but I don’t want to just be a cry-baby and hang out with Japanese friends. Or else, I will feel like I wasted a year.” So, I was very committed in making sure I didn’t speak any Japanese and I tried to make English-speaking friends. Sticking to this goal took a lot of grit. Japanese are afraid to be embarrassed, but there was no way to a lot of disappointments or embarrassing moments. For at least first 6 months, every day I felt embarrassed, like I said something using the wrong phrase, or my pronunciation was bad, or I couldn’t respond quickly enough. 

So of course, there are other competencies like self-efficacy or confidence. But at the end of the day, I think the most important make-or-break factor is grit, because you can be as so smart and still not learn language after a year. I mean, it’s surprising how natural ability is not the determinant of success when it comes to international communication. 

Other than what I just mentioned, open mindedness, bias for action, communication skills, and empathy – I think these are also very important competencies as well. And knowing who you are really helps. I didn’t know a lot about myself when I first went to Seattle, but studying overseas helped me think about that a lot more. And I realize the more I know about myself and talk about myself, the better experience I had. I don’t know about Europe, but I think at least in the US, it is easier to connect with people if you can be clear about what you are interested in. If I was like, “Oh, whatever you want to do”, I don’t think I would have found friends. I think passiveness is a big detriment; you really need to be proactive. I mean, the shame plays such a big role, or it’s such a big inhibitor to your actions in Japan. Also, a sense of optimism, that’s always really important. I tend to be naturally a little bit more optimistic, so if I have a bad day, the next morning and I can start from a kind of neutral position, but I think for some people that’s difficult. If you have one bad experience that kind of lingers and you have another one, it reinforces you, right?
              
9. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for future careers in business and education?

Takemura: I think the most important strategy is recognizing that it’s your life, and it’s nobody else’s life. So, the earlier you actually buy into that, it is better. In Japan, traditional companies have exerted strong influences on people’s career paths including roles and locations. I think it is changing, but I think there’s still a lot of hand holding and navigating. I work in the K-12 education space, and I have heard some high school teachers complain that some students want their teachers to decide which college majors or career paths suit them. It’s a huge responsibility, right? That’s not fair for students to ask teachers to make decisions for their future. But a lot of adults, are unkind in thinking, “Oh, I know the best for my daughter,” “I know the best for my students.” So, they prematurely say, “Hey, I think you’ll be a great nurse,” but once you become a nurse, it’s not the teacher’s responsibility, it’s not the mother’s responsibility, right? So, I think the earlier you can own navigating your career paths, “Okay, this is my life and working and learning have big influences on my happiness; how can I design my career path so I can have a happy life?”

And there will be many mistakes. I’ve made many mistakes, you might make a mistake, but every mistake is a learning opportunity. In startup space, the more you try, the more iterations you have, the higher the chance of success you will have. I think in Japan, traditionally, people had an iron rice bowl type of vision where, “Okay, the company is going to take care of me for the rest of my life.” So, it was more beneficial if someone did not try to design his or her career for personal happiness. But now, it is becoming rare to find an iron rice bowl job even if you want it. So, knowing that no one’s going to take care of you for life is a good thing. And I think that the earlier you can start owning responsibility, the better off you will be. Young people need to wake up if they think adults know the best. 

10. Is there anything I didn’t ask you about that you would like to mention?

Takemura: I’m not a typical Japanese person because of my career and personality, but I think going forward, I think it’s very important advocating for yourself because Japan tends to give you so many prescriptive paths and it makes you not think. So, when it’s your life you think about, self-responsibility, you just don’t know where to start, right? It’s very difficult. But everybody has a passion, even if it’s not directly career related. For example, sweets or anime or whatever. And practicing to advocate yourself, like daily practices in sports is a really good first step, especially if you might want to try living overseas. I think that a lot of young people pigeonhole themselves as, “Oh, I can never live overseas,” or “Overseas can be scary.” I think a lot of kids have very few opportunities to fight for themselves growing up. So, the thought of going to a place where no one’s going to give you a set menu like, “Here’s one, two, three – which one do you want?” is extremely scary.

That’s a big problem in Japanese K12 education. That’s why I do some work in education because I really want to see that change. I think young people all have to realize they’re not going to have somebody else creating three options for them for the rest of their lives. I know the Japanese government is very rigid, but seeing all the geopolitical changes, I think we are entering a little more turbulent time. I think that young people underestimate because they don’t know the world. I think young people really need to be a more independent and become more comfortable with untested or unproven challenges. Japan is comfortable for young people now, so many think like “Oh, it’s an aging society, so I am not going to be out of jobs” and “I may not make a lot of money, but I’ll have a small happiness in Japan.” But in the long run, it is not a sound strategy, as the world is changing very rapidly.

The American college admission process is awful in its own way, but it was kind of great for my son because it really gave him a chance to think about “What do I want to do?” Applying to college and having to write compelling essays and backing them up with extracurricular activities was a healthy pressure for him. He hated it, but he came out a lot more aware of what his strengths were and what he wanted to do after high school. 
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