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

Oi: I’m a journalist for the BBC. I joined the company in 2006, so it’s been about 18 and a half years. I joined initially as a freelance producer to produce TV programmes on a channel which was called BBC World TV and it’s now a unified channel, which includes the UK, and is called the BBC News Channel. But as you know, the media landscape has changed dramatically, so after becoming a reporter and presenter on TV, I also started doing the same for radio. Then, the digital side – so our news website – started to expand massively, so I started writing for online as well. And obviously, we also have to be on social media. I’m not very big on TikTok and Instagram, but I am on Twitter(X) because it’s big in Japan. In terms of stories that I cover, I was, on paper, still a business journalist until very recently. But because I’m the only Japanese speaking on-air reporter at the BBC, I have covered a lot of general news stories from Japan including the 2011 earthquake and tsunami, the Tokyo Olympics and Shinzo Abe’s assassination. I’ve also covered a lot of non-business stories across Asia, not just in Japan.

2. In broad terms, how much time have you spent working in Japan and overseas?

Oi: After I graduated from university in Australia, I tried to get a job there, but I couldn’t find an employer who would sponsor me for a work visa in Australia and give me a job as a journalist. So, I thought I’d try New York but I failed to find an employer who’d sponsor me for a visa there, too. So rather reluctantly, I went back to Tokyo. I spent about a year and a half working at Bloomberg television before moving to Singapore in December 2006 to join the BBC as a freelancer. Since then, the majority of my base has been Singapore, though at one point it felt like I was on the plane every three months, or sometimes more than once a month. I spent about 6 months in London in 2013 after spending 8 months in New York the previous year. I applied for these attachments because after covering the 2011 earthquake, which was my first big overseas assignment thanks to my ability to speak Japanese, I got sent to Japan a lot, but I didn’t want the bosses to think that I could only cover Japan, so I put my hand up to do those attachments in London and New York. I have never calculated exactly how many months I have spent in Japan, but in terms of the home base, where I live, it has predominantly been in Singapore.



3. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with journalists and news teams both in Japan and abroad. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences in communication teams?

Oi: I suppose the biggest difference that I notice, even when I was back in Japan last month is the business card, the meishi culture. I probably only use meishi in Japan. It’s hardly used in Singapore or in the UK, though I was in London until last week, and I met a couple of Japanese businesspeople, and I felt so bad for not having any meishi with me.

Another big difference is the senpai-kouhai culture – and I do like it. I remember when I was at Bloomberg, I think I was 22 or 23, and I remember going out for dinner, and one of my senpai said, “This dinner is on me.” I insisted on paying half, but she told me: “No, my senpai paid for my dinner when I was younger, so you just have to take your turn when you become senpai and you have younger staff joining you.”  But then I moved to Singapore, and especially at a company like BBC, you don’t always have new joiners who are younger than you. I have colleagues who joined the BBC much later than me but twice my age and more experienced than me, so I haven’t really been able to take kouhai out for dinner here, but I do try when I am back in Japan.

Speaking of older, more experienced colleagues, in English, you don’t have to use ultra polite keigo, which I think does help in terms of having casual discussions. When we discuss news agenda – what stories to cover and so on – it can get quite heated because not everyone agrees on what stories to lead with every day. If you have to think about, “Am I being rude even though this person is older and more senior, more experienced?” I think that gets a bit trickier whereas I have an older, more experienced colleague who I call my work husband because we bicker about everything every day, and it’s almost like entertainment to all my other colleagues! I don’t even know his exact age, he’s probably 10, 15 years older than me, and I have every respect for his work, he has respect for my work, so we just debate about stuff, and I think that’s probably the biggest difference that I personally recognise in terms of communicating with Japanese colleagues versus British or non-Japanese colleagues.

4. As a journalist, what strategies have you used for effective communication in international and intercultural settings?

Oi: In terms of communication in my job, you can talk about me interviewing people and also interactions with my colleagues. When I am reporting, when I’m talking to people who might have been affected by a terror attack or an earthquake, you obviously use your common sense, common courtesy. They have stories to tell – which we want to tell our audiences around the world – but it can also be an extremely sensitive, difficult time for them. So, you pay respect for their circumstances, and if they don’t feel comfortable talking about it, I stop immediately. I think those rules are pretty much the same universally regardless of what language we speak. 

In terms of internal communication with my colleagues, I think common decency goes a long way. I worked at an American company, Bloomberg, before joining the BBC. I lived, as I said, in Australia as a student for about 7 years, and I worked at a small community TV station there as well. Even though they all speak the same language in the UK, America, Australia, mannerism is quite different. Americans can be a lot more direct, whereas I find that - obviously I don’t want to generalise the whole nation and every person in the country – but I do find that my British colleagues tend to be more similar to how Japanese people speak in terms of subtlety, and even to a point of passive aggressiveness. So, instead of just blatantly saying, “I don’t like what you're doing,” they might say, “I see what you’re trying to do, but how about we try this?” So, you’re kind of reading between the lines that this person is trying to tell me that my work isn’t great. I think there are similarities between Japanese culture and British culture in that sense.

The BBC is like the United Nations, you have nationalities from almost every country on the planet, and some nationalities tend to be more direct about how they communicate so sometimes you can get taken aback by unexpectedly blunt feedback, but you just have to realise that it’s just a different culture that they have grown up in. But common decency goes a long way just as I tell my children, you don’t do things that you don’t want other people to do to you. That’s a very basic universal rule. You do what you think is the right thing, and it tends to work. I don’t know what people think of the TV industry, but it can be quite cutthroat. I would like to think that the BBC isn’t as cutthroat as some other media companies, we’re quite a nice bunch but still, there’s a lot of competition, and occasionally things can get quite heated. But as long as you do the right thing, you do the things that you want other people to do to you, I think it’s the safest way to communicate with other people.

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

Oi: When I first joined the BBC in the Singapore Bureau, I was the youngest in the team. I still feel like I’m the youngest but I’m not; I’m one of the oldest, and I am actually the longest serving staff member in the bureau. So when I have a younger colleague joining us, who is… again, I don’t want to generalise East Asian culture as a whole, but I think you do tend to get people from Japan, South Korea, even Singapore, some of the Southeast Asian countries where Confucianism plays a role in the society  you have more young people who are taught not to challenge the authority, or not to challenge the elderly. But I try to tell them that it’s ok to speak up and express their opinions instead of just automatically listening to and following what an older colleague says.

That is something that I try to encourage in younger journalists because I feel that, partly because of that cultural difference, you have people who feel comfortable speaking up in meetings and as a result, their voices get heard a lot more than others. If  I notice  some people might be actually quite keen to express their opinions but they just haven’t learned how to jump in in that situation where everyone in the newsroom is talking left, right, and centre , I try to encourage them by saying “Hey, it looks like he or she has something they want to say” because we’re trying to reach younger  audiences with our journalism, and sometimes hearing from those younger journalists is actually quite crucial for our news judgments as well. So that’s something that I try to do within the company, especially among our colleagues.

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

Oi:  I get asked that a lot when I speak at Japanese schools and universities, but the answer is – not really, partly because, as I told you earlier, I have worked overseas most of my career. So, if anything, when I go back to Japan and speak to colleagues or interviewees, that’s when I have to be more careful about the mannerisms and so on. So, in terms of challenges in communicating with international colleagues, I’ve never really felt that because that’s what I’m more used to than the Japanese way, even though that’s what I was raised with and how I was brought up. When I walk into a meeting room in Japan, I always gets confused which one is kamiza and which one is shimoza for example. 

When I went to Australia to study at the age of 16, obviously, my lack of English was a major challenge. But aside from that, it was the first time I became a minority in society. In 1998 when I moved to Australia, a lady called Pauline Hansen was gaining popularity, and she was pushing for white Australian policies, so I suddenly realised that I am categorised as “yellow”, and they thought we were stealing their jobs. I remember feeling really insecure because until then, I was one of those Shibuya girls, one of the Amura girls, wearing a lot of makeup, and wearing those super high heel shoes – I don’t know how on earth I used to be able to walk in them - but I felt so safe at home. I was part of the cool Shibuya girls, and then suddenly I moved to a foreign country where it didn’t matter whether your fashion is the latest and the coolest, and you can sing the most amazing song at karaoke. As far as they could tell, I was just a yellow person and they didn’t like it – though I must say, despite worrying so much about it, I never felt discriminated against in Australia. 

Another thing I learned in Australia by communicating with people who come from different countries where Japan didn’t have the best relationship with in the past – so China, South Korea, and Taiwan, or Singapore – some of the students who might still have hostile feelings towards Japan. It took me awhile to learn how to communicate with them. But I realised that being knowledgeable on those historical incidents like comfort women or the Nanjing massacre was important and to have my own opinions and express them in a manner that is diplomatic. Because even if we don’t agree, even if we don’t have the same opinions, at least we can have a civilised discussion about it. That is something that I learned as a student in Australia, and it’s a useful lesson for me even today, because we cover very contentious issues like the war in Gaza, Ukraine, Japan’s relationship with some of its neighbours that can be quite sensitive. And I have colleagues from those countries and they have very different opinions so maybe it’s thanks to my experience in Australia that I don’t find it challenging to communicate with my international colleagues.

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

Oi:  Aside from being out of your comfort zone, which I think is a good experience as a young person, the biggest difference that I’ve personally noticed was the history educations. I wrote an article about what I felt I didn’t learn in the Japanese schooling system when it comes to Japan’s wartime aggression. I’m not agreeing with China’s or South Korea’s accusations that Japan whitewashes its war history. But I felt that studying from homo sapiens to today in one year of lessons, you’re not going to have that much time covering any event, let alone those very significant events that still affect our relationships with our neighbours today. So, when I moved to Australia I chose history as one of my subjects against all my teachers’ advice because of my lack of English. That was because in Australia, they allow you to choose specific events and do in-depth research on them. So, I chose Japan’s wartime aggression as my topic and did a whole research on it. I probably spent three, four months reading in various languages, trying to understand and write an essay in English, and that to me was hugely beneficial in understanding the different opinions on the topic.

I’m not saying which one is better or worse because you do have Australian students who don’t know the chronological order of historical events whereas at least in Japan, everyone knows Muromachi, Kamakura – what order the history happened. I remember some of my Aussie friends asking me “Which revolution came first?” because they didn’t learn history in chronological order, but on specific subjects, they can be very, very knowledgeable and I found that very interesting and very beneficial. But when I wrote the article, netizens criticised that it was because I just didn’t pay enough attention at my Japanese school, and there are schools in Japan which teach the war history properly but that was the big difference that I personally noticed in terms of education. 

I’ve been speaking at various Japanese schools and universities for 18 years now and I find it quite worrying that from the get-go, I had some students asking, “What’s the point in learning English? I’m very happy and content in Japan.” They might be right about feeling happy in Japan, but the world, regardless of what you might think of what’s happening today, is pretty global. And in a global society that we live in, I think having those experiences abroad is, to me, very beneficial. Every time I get asked that question, I say, “You know, if you speak English, the number of people that you can date goes up by like billions.” That tends to get their attention! I also tell them that as a teenager, I didn’t like my small eyes because I wanted to be like Amuro Namie, or Hamasaki Ayumi but when I went to Australia, I suddenly met people who actually like your small eyes. And the concept of what’s considered beautiful in Japan is not necessarily what is considered beautiful abroad. So, I would encourage students to go abroad, even for a short while, just to get out of your comfort zone, because I think that’s something that you would have to experience in your professional life anyway so the younger you experience it, the better.

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

Oi:  I often get asked how I learned English, because I went to Australia with zero English. I think I scored 36 out of 100 at the age of 16 in an English exam to try and move to Australia…  but what I learned quickly in Australia, and what I say to young Japanese students now is that you don’t have to be perfect in your grammar. Again, I don’t want to generalise, but it almost feels like the Japanese education produces children who feel that unless you can speak in perfect grammar, you shouldn’t open your mouth. It is admirable, but it’s not necessary. 

I remember going to a language school in Australia, where I felt exactly that. I was trying to form my perfect grammar sentence in my head before speaking, before putting my hand up when, I think a student from Hong Kong – this was some very contentious topic that we were discussing – and this student from Hong Kong whose English grammar wasn’t perfect  basically said all the words that he could think of in English in order to express how he felt. And people understood what he wanted to say. That was when I realised that if I don’t express my opinions, I am just going to miss out. You’re just not going to be heard if you don’t speak up. If you’re waiting for that perfect sentence to come out of your brain, you're just not going to say anything, and you get frustrated and frustrated every day because you want to say something, but you can’t. 

That is something I admire about the Japanese culture and those students who aim to be perfect. But when it comes to languages, you just have to ditch that idea. I told a student about Mr. Akio Toyoda, the chairman of Toyota. When he gives a speech, his accent is noticeably Japanese, but no one cares because everyone wants to hear what he wants to say. And if he’s speaking in English, no one cares even if he mispronounces one word, or his sentence is grammatically incorrect. Because we all want to hear what he says. And I think becoming somebody who people want to listen to is more important. As long as you have something to say that people want to listen to, then it doesn’t matter whether your English is perfect. That’s the mentality that I think is quite important for Japanese students. 

In a Japanese society, where being humble, being polite, yuzuriai no seishin, all of that is considered good, and I don’t want that to change necessarily, but when you go overseas you have to sometimes just jump in and say what you want to say. It even applies to my children. When children from other countries and my 4-year-old are fighting over a toy in a playground, the other kid may just snatch it. I’m looking at it, thinking, “Where's the please, and thank you, and sorry?” But the mother looked at me and went, “Oh, I guess my kid just snatched your kid’s toy.” I was initially feeling annoyed why she wouldn’t discipline her kid but she didn’t care because to her, her kid got what he wanted and that’s what mattered. So, you just have to realise that not everyone will behave the way that we were brought up to behave, and be accepting, and also change how you might want to communicate depending on how other people are communicating. 

That’s why I believe that getting out of your comfort zone and being exposed to people from other countries where they might not behave the way that you expect them to is good experience. I personally think that all the racism, all the discrimination comes from ignorance. Once you get to know each other, you realise that “Oh, we're actually all the same. This person might be a bit more outspoken; this person seems to me a little selfish. But at the end of the day, this person is only worrying about her kid, and it’s okay.” And you realise that we’re all the same. But if you don’t leave your comfort zone when you’re young and then suddenly get exposed to a different culture as an adult, you might think “How rude!” about that person or that culture. That’s when you start to generalise that this whole country or their people are rude, full stop. And we know that is not the case. We have rude people in Japan, and there are polite people in other countries, and I think being exposed to that at a younger age, I think is a good idea.

9. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for a future career in journalism specifically?

Oi:  The media industry is changing fast. I wonder, with the development of AI and other technologies, many of the jobs that we know, that I applied for as a young graduate, might not be there in 10 to 15 years. So, it is quite a tricky situation even for us who are already working in the industry to future-proof ourselves. Having said that, if you want to be a journalist, you have to be passionate about news, current affairs, and journalism. I always say that journalism was my hobby, and my hobby became my job, and I never really expected to get paid for it until much later. So, your passion for storytelling is crucial. 

But in the future, or even now, if you have the ability to do it all, that’ll help. Some people seem to think we have a cameraman, audio person and lighting person, and the reporter just shows up, looks pretty and speaks but that hasn’t been the case ever since I joined the industry 20 years ago. The BBC is probably way ahead of it because I think Japanese TV stations still send a big team to cover a story or interview whereas I usually show up with my cameraman and my interviewees are always like “That’s it? You two? Only? Where’s the audio person?”  “Him.” “Where's the lighting person?” “Him.” “Who's the cameraman?” “Him.” “Who does the interview?” “Me.” But even that is going to be luxury in the near future. I need to be able to film and edit my own reports. That’s because audiences’ expectation has changed thanks to social media. Not everyone is, especially younger viewers, they are not expecting a super polished documentary that the BBC has been known for, like Planet Earth documentaries. Obviously, there’s demand for that still, but when it comes to breaking news, they want the latest pictures from the scene on your phone straight away. So, the ability as a journalist to be able to do all of that, instead of saying, “I’m going to wait for my cameraman to show up,” if you can just do it all, that would definitely help.

Many of the journalist jobs that I see internally are increasingly video journalists, so you film, edit, you do your own reports, you film your own piece to camera on your phone in a selfie style if necessary. Obviously, it doesn’t look as polished as a professional cameraman filming it, but it doesn’t matter because at the end of the day you’re trying to tell a story and you’re there, so you just want to get it on the camera. Digital skills would definitely help. I think the younger generation don’t need an old person like me telling them that, because they’re digital natives, but the ability to do it for social media and obviously writing it for the website will be very important. Conventional, linear TV has been dying, I was told it was dying when I first joined, and it’s definitely dying, which is why the BBC has been focusing on our digital strategies, too. 

AI newsreaders will pop up here and there so I think, joshiana being one of the most popular jobs that young girls want to become, I feel those days will be gone fairly soon because many of the jobs are replaceable by the latest technology. The only thing I feel that no one can take away from is my skills and my knowledge. So, reading up on all the topics that you are reporting on, but also other things, you never cease to learn, because that’s something that no one can take away from you. Even though AI might have all the knowledge, your ability to explain those topics or analyse it will hopefully (I’m kind of telling myself as well) still be useful for probably 10, 15 years to come. After that, it’s a very unknown big world, I think.

10. Is there anything I didn't ask you about that you would like to mention or talk about in relation to these topics we've been discussing?

Oi: I would say - don’t make a distinction between domestic and international communication. Having that distinction, even in your head, to think that I’m talking to a non-Japanese person, therefore I need to think about all the cultural differences… I don’t think you need to do that. For example, I live in Singapore, where I have a lot of Japanese mother friends because we are from the same country, and you tend to hang out together because our kids are in the Japanese school together. But then, you realise after a while, especially as the kids get older, that in terms of how we discipline our kids, there may be big differences. And sometimes, I find more similarities with my British mummy friend than with my Japanese mummy friend. So, I don’t think it’s about nationality, and I don’t think you want to have that kind of distinction in your head when you’re communicating. You’re just a human being communicating with another human being. That’s how I would consider it.
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