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

Takahashi: The first time I went abroad, I was 12 years old. I went for a competition, and from then on, every time I competed, I had opportunities to travel overseas. I also began going abroad frequently for training camps and intensive training sessions. The second time I went overseas, there happened to be a skater who could speak English. When I asked what they were saying, I was told, “Oh, that’s French.” At that time, I couldn’t even tell the difference between English and French. I remember thinking that languages I wasn’t familiar with all sounded the same to me. Of course, I knew that there were people from many different countries, but that experience made me realize I really needed to study languages. I wasn’t very good at studying English, but as I continued going to training camps and spending time abroad, my ear gradually got used to it. I was told things like, “It’s good to keep the TV on all the time,” and I started imitating the way people spoke. Pronunciation, especially, was very difficult at first.

At the beginning, it was quite difficult, and I couldn’t understand TV dramas at all. So, I watched the Disney Channel instead, repeating and imitating what they said. By doing that, my pronunciation gradually improved. Still, it was hard. I’ve actually never gone abroad completely on my own. I was always in an environment where there were other Japanese people around, so I never reached the point where I could really speak the language. Looking back now, I wish I had studied more, or rather, interacted more with people. I was shy, so I wasn’t good at starting conversations on my own, but looking back, I wish I had done that. I gradually came to understand what people were saying, but that was because the conversations were within the context of skating. When it comes to fully private, everyday conversations, I honestly still don’t understand very well. But in many European countries, English is not their native language, so they tend to speak English more slowly. Because of that, I feel that Europeans are often easier to understand.

Even American English can be really hard for me to understand in private conversations. I still struggle with it a lot. And when it comes to British English or Australian English, it’s even more difficult. British English, in particular, is so unfamiliar to my ears that I sometimes feel I can hardly catch anything at all. The more I travel abroad, the more I realize how important it is to keep listening and gain real-life experience. When I was around 18, I lived in Russia for about six months, and I felt that learning words was much easier when I was younger. Now that I’m in my late thirties, even if I hear a new word in another country, it’s hard to remember it, and I often forget it by the next day. But the words I learned when I was around 18 are still with me. Experiencing life abroad as early as possible is something I’ve truly come to appreciate.

I’ve come to realize that rather than writing English or studying grammar, what really matters is how much you actually speak and have conversations from an early stage. In Japan, there’s a cultural tendency to avoid saying “no” directly, or to say things like “It’s fine,” and not assert yourself. Restraint is often seen as a virtue, and I personally like that about Japan. But when you go abroad, “when in Rome, do as the Romans do.” If you don’t assert yourself, you almost feel like you’re not even treated as a presence. Especially as an Asian man, I sometimes feel the position in the social hierarchy is quite low. Although in Europe, there’s an image of respect for Japanese culture, still, to succeed there, you really have to put yourself out there and push forward assertively; otherwise, you simply won’t be taken seriously. That’s something I’ve felt more and more strongly as I’ve gotten older.

2. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with other skaters, coaches, and technical staff both in Japan and internationally. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you noticed in team dynamics?

Takahashi: In Japan, I think there is a tendency to initially accept what the coach says. I feel this is starting to change a bit in recent years, but it has traditionally been that way. Abroad, on the other hand, people grow up with a strong sense of self, and they learn from a young age to push back when they disagree. Because of that, there seems to be an earlier emphasis on listening and responding more like, “I see, that’s how you feel. Then let’s try it this way.” That kind of supportive, collaborative approach may have developed sooner overseas.

In Japan, because we tend to do exactly what we’re told, there can be moments of uncertainty—perhaps because we haven’t fully convinced ourselves. As a result, there are times when we feel a lack of strength at the very end. By contrast, I’ve often felt that Americans are strong in competitions. They seem able to turn the energy of the audience into their own confidence. It may be a matter of national character. 


3. What strategies have you used for effective communication in international sports events, such as World Championships, Winter Olympics, and so on?

Takahashi: I’m actually not very good at deepening relationships, so I can’t say I handled it perfectly. But overall, people overseas seem much more open than Japanese people. Maybe it’s because they live on large continents and have more opportunities to interact with people from many different countries, so they don’t have a strong resistance to different cultures. Because of that, when I’m with people abroad, I try to behave a little differently from how I do in Japan. I make an effort not to hold back. I allow myself to rely on others more, and I deliberately speak up when there’s something I don’t like or don’t agree with. I also make sure to avoid sensitive topics like religion.




4. Have you faced any challenges working in diverse intercultural environments, for instance in global sports competitions?

Takahashi: I’ve never been completely immersed in that world, and thanks to the support of people around me, I don’t think I faced many serious difficulties. In fact, I sometimes think that if I had been able to speak English fluently, I might have run into more challenges because I would have been more deeply involved with people. Even when dealing with different cultures, I believe it’s essential to try to understand the national character of the country you’re in. Every country has its own style and way of doing things once you step inside it. Sometimes you do need to break things down, but if you completely reject the local culture instead of trying to understand it, that’s when conflicts arise. This applies not only between cultures but also between individuals. What seems “normal” to one person isn’t necessarily normal to someone else. If you approach situations assuming your own sense of “normal” is universal, friction is bound to happen. So, when I’m abroad, I make a conscious effort not to cling to my own assumptions, but instead to learn and understand what is considered normal in that place.


5. What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working internationally or interculturally in the future?

Takahashi: Language skills are, of course, essential. Many people can speak two languages, so having proficiency in multiple languages is definitely a strong asset. Beyond that, I think it also depends on the individual, but overseas, students often begin choosing specialized fields around high school. That kind of system still seems less common in Japan – though of course, some schools do offer it. So, while there are a lot of students who have a strong sense of what they want to do, I feel that Japan tends to start a bit later in that regard. While learning a wide range of subjects is important, having a long history and depth in one’s area of specialization is also extremely valuable.

I feel like there are a lot of ambitious people overseas, so I think you can’t win unless you have that same passion and desire to aim higher. That kind of inner strength seems to be emphasized from the education stage. Because Japan is an island nation with relatively limited external influence, while continental countries are exposed to many different influences, I feel that the difference begins from the moment people are born. In that sense, I sometimes think Japan has the weakest sense of patriotism. I personally love Japan, but when you go abroad, people really love their own countries and know them well. They’re interested in politics and engaged with what’s happening around them. That’s why I think the most important is to recognize the strengths of Japan and not deny them – to have the confidence to stand by that.




6. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for future careers in sports?

Takahashi: When it comes to reaching the top, I think you need the ability to adapt to a variety of experiences and environments. It’s not easy, though. Failure isn’t really failure; it’s experience. To build a career, I want people to try many things, fail in many ways, and have the strength to learn from those experiences. Learning is incredibly important, and in that sense, it’s not just up to the individual. I believe the worst kind of education is when the people around you treat failure as something unacceptable.

There are many things you can't experience unless you fail. I want people to recognize that failure is simply one step along the path toward their goals. If you don’t keep pushing yourself and taking on challenges, new paths will never open up. That applies both to the individual and to the people supporting them. Growth can continue at any stage of life. There are physical and time limitations, of course, but I believe it’s possible to continue growing mentally and emotionally. I think that’s really important.


7. Is there anything you would like to mention that I haven’t asked about? 

Takahashi: I truly wish I had studied languages more seriously. Without being able to speak the language, you simply can’t communicate with people. I think it’s very important to have more exposure to English within the school education system. English is a global lingua franca, after all. That’s why I sometimes wonder if we should do away with the exam system. Grammar can be learned later in life, but instead of tests that focus on reading and writing, I wish there were conversation-based tests. If that had been the case, I might not have struggled as much. There are things you can learn later, right? When there’s a speaking test, it motivates you to work on your conversation skills. I’d like to see that kind of education introduced from a young age and developed over time. At the same time, of course, Japanese-language education is also extremely important. Of course, mathematics and other subjects are important to a certain extent, but we really need to become more international; otherwise, we won’t be able to compete. If more people can communicate Japan’s strengths to the world, those strengths will be understood more widely. By going abroad, you actually come to appreciate what’s great about Japan even more, and you can spread that appreciation further. Take China, for example, the population is large, and Chinese communities exist everywhere in the world. That gives them a strong presence. To build and expand global communities like that, I really hope Japan will improve education and cultural literacy from a young age.
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