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

Arimura: Hi, I’m Yumi and I’m 42 years old. Now I run a Japanese style inn called Ryokan Ayu-no-Sato as the CEO. I became the CEO in April last year. And I have three children – a 15-year-old daughter, a 13-year-old son, and an 11-year-old daughter. I studied abroad in the U.S. from when I was 18 years old until I was 21 years old, majoring in accounting in college. The reason why I studied accounting is not only because I was interested in accounting as a subject, since I attended a commercial high school, but also because I wanted to be an accountant in the future. And then at college, I had a few American friends, a few Mexican friends, because I lived in the southern part of California, there were lots of Mexicans there, and more international friends from East Asia, like China or Korea, and Japanese also.

Hofmeyr: You were there for three years, so did you do your whole degree there?

Arimura: Yeah, for three years.

Hofmeyr: And then did you come back to Japan after that?

Arimura:  Yes.

Hofmeyr: So when did you start working at Ayu-no-Sato?

Arimura: 17 years ago, I think. Yes, 17 years ago.

Hofmeyr: And Ayu-no-Sato is quite international, right?

Arimura: Yes, now it’s very international since I started hiring international staff in 2012 because here, in Kumamoto, the number of inbound tourists is increasing more and more. So, I thought we need to have international staff for the inbound guests.

Hofmeyr: Where does your international staff come from?

Arimura: In the beginning, I first hired from Korea, but then China, Vietnam, Nepal, and now we have 22 people from eight different countries.

Hofmeyr: That’s great! I think it’s quite unusual, right? Ryokans tend to be very traditional, so I was very interested in talking to you because it’s a special kind of international environment in a traditional Japanese setting.

Arimura: Yes, my hotel owner says, “wow, you hire a lot of international staff,” and everybody is surprised. And sometimes the government or the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry or some kind of tourism organization ask me to give a lecture or seminar about what I’ve done for hiring international staff.

Hofmeyr: So to hire your international staff, do you have to travel abroad a lot?

Arimura: Before covid, of course, I wanted to meet them in person just to have better communication or to see what they are like. But after covid, online interviews are a very common tool. But I go, I used to go overseas for sales promotion, to China, Taiwan, Hong Kong…

Hofmeyr: Do you mean sales as in you sold ryokan packages to tourists, working with travel agencies, and so on?

Arimura:  Yes, yes.

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

Arimura: So, working in Japan… I’m 42 years old now, so minus the three years I spent in the U.S. Actually, I first worked as a calligraphy teacher when I was in high school at the age of 17, but it was part-time, only on Friday evenings from 4pm till 6-6:30. But it was good money, like 15 bucks per hour, and 20 years ago!

Hofmeyr: So when you came back from America, did you go straight into the ryokan business?

Arimura: No, when I came back, the Japanese economy was really, really bad at the time. So I struggled finding a job related to accounting and stuff.  But I luckily got a job with the accounting department of the Hyatt Hotel Group in Fukuoka because I could speak English, and they were looking for someone for the accounting department. My boss, the CEO there, used to work as a director at a hotel in Hawaii, so he was Japanese, but kind of half American, half Japanese. I was very comfortable with him, because it was my first time working at a Japanese company.

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?

Arimura: This is kind of a hard question. Okay, I started to hire international staff in 2012, right? And that was for our omotenashi [mindful hospitality], to have international staff for the international guests. And first, I talked to the Japanese staff at Ayu no Sato in general meetings. We get everybody together, and then we speak. And at the general meeting, there were about a hundred employees, and I explained to them that we need the international staff because we want to increase the inbound guests to Ayu-no-Sato, and that I think it’s part of the omotenashi, but I don’t want them to be racist to them because of the media or their stereotypes. So I told them, please welcome the international staff as our fellows. I kept telling them every time we had a meeting because most of our Japanese staff is from here, and no one has seen any foreigners in their lives or been overseas before, so they have no knowledge or experience towards foreign cultures. So I kept telling them.

Hofmeyr: Did the staff that you hire speak Japanese? How did you handle communication?

Arimura: I only hire the staff with the JLPT N2, overall N2 qualification, so that they can understand the Japanese or speak a little bit Japanese. At the beginning, we had some misunderstandings because of language problems among Japanese and international staff, but each time I try to listen to them and have them understand each other through lots of communication.  You know, for Japanese people, we say that we can understand your feelings without talking, we’re just quiet and watching feelings, but in a company, it’s wasting time and stressful sometimes, so you have to say what you think, what you want to ask.

Hofmeyr: So you mean you need to have more direct communication.

Arimura: Yes, but the international staff is perfect – they want to talk, they want to solve problems. They are open, if they have questions, they just ask anything – “why does this salary come with this amount?” Anything, so I like that.

Hofmeyr: You said you started in 2012, and you’re still doing it. So obviously, it has been successful.

Arimura: I think so. I’m happy with what I’ve done.

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

Arimura: There’s lots of communication. It doesn’t matter if you’re Japanese or international staff, but you need to have lots of communication. I’ve been telling every member of staff and managers that we need to have communication so that we have less mistakes and less misunderstandings, and to become a better organization. So good relationships equals good communication. A lot of communication.

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

Arimura: Because our hotel is a ryokan, so very traditional, we have accommodation, but also restaurants. We sell a one night with two meals package, which includes dinner and breakfast. And we tell the international staff not only about our ryokan, but also Japanese culture, because the ryokan is traditional accommodation here.  But I wanted to know about them, their culture. We now have staff from eight different countries, so we plan an international food party, regularly, so that everyone cooks their country’s traditional food, and then eat together, drink together. And then, because we’re eating food, we can get to know each other more through the food, international food. I think it’s important to share our traditional things for them to learn, but also we need to know them, their culture too. So, I think that’s the most successful communication, and they like it. Also, they cook very well, and they enjoy it very much. And we are planning to have a festival for the local people this year.

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

Arimura: I think taking holidays. I know everyone wants to have holidays but, for us, the New Year Day is kind of very important, the most important event in a year in Japan, to spend together with family. But the staff from each country has different cultures and different important holidays. Sometimes, it seems like our managers have a hard time handling it, because sometimes, like, every Nepali staff member wants to take a day off on the same day, and we have a lot of guests. So it was kind of hard to handle the shifts, but as they learn how the teamwork works and how the ryokan works, they’re not selfish anymore. Just the first year, it’s kind of hard. And the second year, they understand, “oh sorry at that time we are so selfish.” It’s only holidays, but it’s very important to them so… They can get paid leave, so they sometimes they go back to their country for a month.
 
Hofmeyr: You mentioned before that when you first started introducing international staff, you had a meeting with the Japanese staff, and you told them to be nice. Did you have any problems having Japanese people from the countryside working with international staff at the beginning, or did it go more or less well?

Arimura: Here is more countryside, so I think more Japanese, our Japanese staff have less understanding, or acceptance of the other international staff. I think it was because it’s the countryside and they have no experience or knowledge about foreigners, so it was hard.  At the beginning. At the beginning only.

7. Did you face any challenges returning to Japan after spending three years abroad?

Arimura: No, not really, because I would rather live here than in the US. It was kind of uncomfortable. The people, some people are nice, but more racist, because I’m Asian, a Japanese teenager…. I had a hard time there. Japan is a better fit for me

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

Arimura: What is the expression? When in Rome, do as the Romans do. If you enter a country or city, then you have to follow the rules of the city or country. So just accept anything, just accept, and learn. And be flexible so that you can get less stressed. So, accept other cultures, accept the people there, and learn, and be flexible, so that you can get less stressed.

And also, you should know your country’s culture and traditions and knowledge and experiences as much as you can. Because everybody asks. You know, when I was in the U.S., at the age of 18, everybody asked how to wear a kimono, sometimes about samurai, and they asked a lot of things. And then people think I know everything about Japan, that I can do anything, any Japanese stuff, I can cook Japanese food… people think that way. So you should know as much as you can about your country. I’m so bad at history, Japanese history, I can’t remember when, who did what. I can’t remember, so don’t question me about Japanese history. But if you know as much as the youth of your own country, then you can get friends easily, or people are interested in you, so you can make friends more easily.
              
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 hospitality?

Hofmeyr: The hospitality sector is growing in Japan because every year there are more and more tourists, so I think it will become a very popular are of employment.

Arimura: But at the same time, a lot of ryokan hotels, like old ones, can’t keep up with the customer’s needs and go bankrupt a lot these days. I am still the one who does the personnel hiring. And I go to Kumamoto, to a meeting room for a job information session. And every time I speak at the meeting, at the information session, I tell the students “Think about how you act or how you talk to people, like friends, family, or senpai, or professors. Do you speak or behave the same way with everybody?” Not like, “Okay, I don’t like him” or “I don’t like her.” I feel that if you do that, then you shouldn’t work for the hospitality industry because I think you will do that to your customers, definitely. But if you act or talk the same way, then you should be fine.
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