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

Sato: I started playing baseball around the age of 9, when I was in the third grade of elementary school, and I have continued playing for about 27 years. I played rubber-ball baseball until junior high school and then started playing hardball baseball seriously in high school. After moving to the Kanto region for university, I was selected for the Japan national team, and I made history by winning MVP in three consecutive tournaments at the Women’s Baseball World Cup in 2014, 2016, and 2018.
After graduating from university, I played for seven years in the Japan Women’s Baseball League (JWBL), where I also won numerous titles, including League MVP. Since 2020, I have been a member of the Saitama Seibu Lions Ladies Baseball Team, Japan’s first NPB-affiliated team, and I am still active with them today.
In 2025, while still with the Lions Ladies, I received an offer from the Toronto Maple Leafs of Canada’s Intercounty Baseball League (IBL), becoming the world’s first female player to sign a contract in the league’s 107-year history. I played in Canada during the 2025 season.
This year, in 2026, I was selected as the second overall pick in the WPBL (Women’s Pro Baseball League) draft, and it has been decided that I will play in the United States starting in August for a Los Angeles-based team. Apparently, this marks the revival of a women's professional baseball league in American history after 72 years.

2. How did your experiences and opportunities in Japan influence your current international career?

Sato: Ever since I was young, I’ve had a very competitive personality. When there was something that I couldn’t do, I was the type to keep working at it until I was satisfied.
The reason I started playing baseball was because I was good at throwing a ball, and also because of my older brother’s influence. At first, I just casually picked it up, but once I actually started playing, there were many things that didn’t go well, and each time, my competitive spirit was ignited (laughs). As my skills improved, I became more and more drawn to the interesting strategic interplay with opponents. Before I knew it, I was completely absorbed in baseball itself.
At that time, it was still rare for girls to play baseball, and there was a strong image in society that “baseball is for boys, softball is for girls.” When I told people, “I’m a baseball pitcher,” they would say, “Good luck,” while making a softball underhand pitching gesture. That was the kind of era it was. Even so, looking back now, I believe that not being swayed by those around me and continuing to believe in what I love is something that had a major impact on shaping my career. Through baseball, I’ve had many experiences, met a lot of people, and been given various opportunities. All of those have built up and contributed to my personal growth.
To be honest, I didn’t originally set out with the goal of playing overseas. Rather than “I want to go overseas,” my core feeling has always been, “I want to play baseball.” So even when my environment changed, or when I moved to a different country, what I wanted to do didn’t change within me. I simply loved baseball and wanted to get better. 
I believe that continuing while carrying only that feeling is what led me to the challenge of playing overseas and of joining a new professional league. Of course, living abroad came with anxieties and changes in environment. But because I had an unwavering core belief in “playing baseball” within me, I was able to keep moving forward despite my hesitations. Finding something I love that I could seriously pursue, and being able to stick with that feeling without wavering, is what I believe has led to my current international career.

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

Sato: I feel that in Japan many teams are run with a clearly defined “structure.” There is a clear direction for the team, along with a clear vision from the leader, and everyone plays a role toward that goal. So when I play in Japan, I always make sure that I understand what the manager, coaches, and other staff are aiming for, and then think about how I can do my best within that framework.
By contrast, I felt a significant difference overseas. When I joined a team in Canada last year and asked about the meeting time, they said something like, “People will just naturally start gathering around that time” (laughs). In Japan, it’s common for everyone to gather at the same time, greet each other, warm up together, and then begin practice. But in Canada, only the “game time” was fixed, and there was a sense of freedom where each player prepared individually to perform at their best. Honestly, it was a little difficult to get into that rhythm at first. However, I felt that the fundamental goal of “doing your best” was the same both in Japan and overseas. 
If there is a difference, it’s that in Japan, the focus tends to be on how you align yourself with the team’s direction, whereas overseas, coaches and staff pay more attention to “how each individual player can perform at their best,” and respect each individual approach. In Japan, it feels like there is a certain “method” established first, and everyone moves towards it. Overseas, it feels more like you are continuously thinking for yourself about “how to maximize your performance,” and building your own approach along the way.
That said, I believe both have their strengths. The foundation and organizational experience I cultivated in Japan allowed me to adapt to overseas situations. Conversely, the overseas experience of “thinking for myself and taking responsibility for my actions” has had a very positive impact on my performance after returning to Japan. I believe that being able to experience both last year was truly significant for me.

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

Sato: At first, I was hesitant to communicate with people from other countries. Since I couldn’t speak much English, I sometimes struggled with how to express myself. But then I realized that if I put myself in their shoes, they probably felt the same way. So I decided that regardless of language barriers, it was important for me to proactively integrate myself into the team as a teammate.
It’s also important to communicate who you are as a person. First, make eye contact. For me, an easy approach was to actively start conversations and greet others. Even if you don’t understand the language, you use your actions to show feelings that “I’m a part of this team,” and “I want to understand everyone.” That’s why I made a conscious effort to be enthusiastic and proactively talk to others. This might not be so different whether in Japan or overseas.

5. Have you faced any challenges working in diverse intercultural environments?

Sato: Yes, of course. Even when it comes to something like baseball, there are major differences in ways of thinking and approaches between Japan and other countries. In Japan, things like the order and the system are relatively well-defined, and there is a strong sense that the entire team moves according to that flow. On the other hand, overseas, individual methods and perspectives are more respected, and many things I had considered “normal” in Japan were not considered normal overseas. Conversely, things that I thought were “normal” sometimes came across as strange to others.
What I found particularly difficult were the nuances in language and differences in communication. When cultures differ, how the meaning of words and reactions are interpreted also changes. For example, just as what people find funny in comedy differs between Japan and other countries, “how you respond” in everyday conversation is extremely important. In Japan, nodding and saying “uh-huh” while listening is often enough to convey understanding, but overseas, that alone isn’t always enough to make it clear whether you truly understand.
Ms. Hirano, who was my interpreter and had overseas experience, also taught me that “it’s better to express your reactions clearly in words.” You need to properly verbalize your understanding with phrases like “OK” or “I see.” I personally hadn’t communicated that way much before, so I found it quite difficult at first.
There were also big differences in diet and lifestyle. In sports, managing your physical condition is very important, but in Western countries, it was sometimes difficult for me to eat the same way as in Japan. In Japan, I could prepare and manage meals that suited me at my own pace, but overseas, it wasn’t easy to find the time while playing game after game.
Furthermore, the food culture itself is different, and when I ate a substantial breakfast or lunch, people would sometimes be surprised and say, “You eat that much?” (laughs). Overseas, many people tend to eat a light breakfast and lunch, and a substantial dinner. There were many things I only understood after actually living there.
Even though I understood these differences, it wasn’t easy to adjust the lifestyle rhythm and physical habits that I had built up in Japan. Among all that, what felt especially important to me was “not conforming to the surrounding environment too much, but maintaining your own rhythm.” No matter the environment, in order to perform at my best, I maintain my own routines and discipline. Continuing to do that in a different culture was incredibly difficult at first, but at the same time, it became a very valuable learning experience.

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

Sato: That’s a very difficult question, but what I think is most important is to take action from the moment you feel, “I want to try something new.” Overseas, there are different cultures, values, and ways of doing things compared to Japan. Even if you’ve built a career in Japan, when you go abroad, there are many aspects where you have to start from scratch again. From there, you have to build things up little by little on your own. That’s why I believe that it’s important not to wait until you’re “perfectly prepared,” but to take the first step as soon as the idea comes to you.
Of course, trying something new isn’t easy. When you jump into a new environment, “What if I fail?” often outweighs “What if I succeed?” But in reality, just because you fail doesn’t mean everything is over. Rather, I think it’s incredibly important to keep making small adjustments along the way, repeating small failures and small successes. If something doesn’t work out, think about how to make use of that experience next time. That accumulation of experiences is what ultimately helps you grow.
This is true both overseas and in Japan, but ultimately, I feel that the people who can steadily keep going are the strongest. Therefore, for students who aspire to take on challenges in an international environment in the future, I hope you will value “taking action the moment you feel inspired” and “continuing to build on small challenges.”

7. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students, particularly female students, in Japan for a future career in baseball or in other sports? 

Sato: Through my own experiences, I’ve come to realize how truly important it is to “meet and communicate with a variety of people.” It's comfortable and reassuring to be around people who are kind to you and whose way of thinking aligns with yours. However, I feel that the world you can see becomes limited. By communicating with people who think differently from you, or even those you may initially find a bit difficult to deal with, and trying to understand “How do they think?”, your own horizons broaden significantly. As your perspective broadens, you become more able to accept different values, and conversely, it becomes easier to express your own thoughts to others. I also believe it helps you become kinder to people.
Even if the language and the culture are different, you can still connect as long as you make an effort to “understand the other person” and to “express yourself.” That’s something I strongly felt through my experiences abroad. That’s why I want all students, no matter what field they choose to pursue in the future, to value the idea of “not staying confined within your own world.”
When I joined a new team or a new environment, I made a conscious effort to take initiative. First, I would say hello. I would initiate conversations. I made it a point to take the first step forward, even in small things. It’s nerve-wracking at first, and it takes courage. But by initiating conversations and trying to get to know others, we gradually build trust. 
In fact, while overseas, there were many situations where taking initiative allowed me to form deep connections with people. As you enter society, there will inevitably be more opportunities to interact with people from different cultures and with different values. In those moments, what matters is not being afraid of differences, but “trying to understand them first.” Taking the first step, connecting with people, and having conversations – I believe that accumulation of experiences will greatly expand your possibilities and your world.

8. Is there anything I did not ask you about related to female sports or international careers that you would like to mention?
 
Sato: Women's baseball is currently experiencing a huge boom in Japan. And this year in particular, with women’s professional baseball returning in the United States for the first time in 72 years, I feel that attention toward women’s baseball is growing globally.  
Compared to before, we hear the term “women’s baseball” much more often, and there are definitely more opportunities for people to discover the appeal of the sport itself. And I believe that the significance of women’s professional baseball goes beyond simply “developing it as a sport.” Of course, succeeding as an athlete is important. But even more than that, I think there is tremendous value in inspiring more children to dream “I want to try I too,” and in finding energy and hope by supporting others.
I believe sports have the power to move people’s hearts and give them the strength to live. That’s why I would be very happy if women’s baseball could become a source of dreams and hope for someone in the future, and I feel truly fortunate to be able to play even a small part in that. Going forward, I want to continue giving my best to share the appeal and passion of baseball with as many people as possible while enjoying playing baseball myself and sharing that enjoyment with all of the people who support me.
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