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1. Could you please start by telling me about yourself and your international experiences?
Bito: I am currently serving as Director of Strategic Studies at the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) Maritime Command and Staff College, which functions as a think tank for the JMSDF. Before joining the JMSDF, I studied chemistry in the Faculty of Science and Technology at Sophia University, in Tokyo. My research was published in an academic journal as a co-authored paper with my laboratory professor and a professor from Kiel University in Germany. After graduation, working in an international environment felt like the most natural path for me, so I joined the JMSDF.
As a JMSDF officer, I have held a variety of positions, including air traffic controller, aide to the Administrative Vice Minister of Defense, member of the International Affairs Office, interpreter to the Chief of Maritime Staff, and liaison officer and military professor at the U.S. Naval War College in Rhode Island. Outside the Ministry of Defense, I founded an NPO (JANAFA-Newport) that connects Japan and the U.S., I serve as a committee member for the Perry 175 Initiative, I’m a planning and research committee member of an academic society, and I lecture part-time at Takushoku University.
My international experience began when I was five. I spent some of my childhood with my family in Saudi Arabia and Sri Lanka because of my father’s job. I lived in Saudi Arabia for a while, but they have a fasting period, so during that period, my family spent time in various European countries such as Greece, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Switzerland, and the U.K. In fact, it was while we were living in Saudi Arabia that the Iran–Iraq War broke out. At that time, even as a child, I felt some of the war’s effects, even if not severe.
As for Sri Lanka, due to my father’s work transfer, our family was originally scheduled to relocate there as well. However, as the civil war intensified, I gave up on the plan to transfer to a local school. Instead, I spent only my summer vacations in Sri Lanka with my father. But even during those periods, the frequent terrorist attacks made daily life very challenging.
Actually, my English skills do not come so much from being a returnee, but from the English classes I took in high school. I attended a Catholic school that used the textbook series Progress. In the first year of high school, I took part in a three-week study abroad program to the U.K., where I stayed with a host family. I also had the chance to join a Vatican tour and visit Germany. Then, during my university years, I worked part-time to save money to travel to the Philippines, where I volunteered, with local students, digging wells and planting trees. At that time, I lived in an area without electricity or showers, and I stayed at a Filipino friend’s home. Those memories are unforgettable, and I still cherish them today. I also did a homestay for two weeks in Australia, where I fulfilled my longtime dream of getting a scuba diving license.
I actually wanted to study abroad during my college years, but in the Faculty of Technology and Science, we had to get a lot of credits, and studying abroad meant that you missed those credits, so you would have to repeat a year back in Japan. We had classes from Monday to Saturday, but the Law students only had to come in two or three times a week, so there was a gap, which was challenging for us, and I really envied students from other departments. Also, I couldn’t explain to my parents why I wanted to go and spend so much money on study abroad, so I gave up studying abroad in college.
In any case, perhaps because of these experiences and because I attended Sophia University, which has a very international atmosphere, I assumed that my life would be in the international community. However, as a college student, I realized that I actually wanted to understand Japan from the outside, from an international perspective. That is why I decided to join the JMSDF.

2. In broad terms, how much time have you spent living or working in Japan and abroad?
Bito: In my life, I spent about 7 years abroad. However, since I joined the JMSFD, I haven’t been able to escape international work, which I have now been doing for nearly 30 years. Soon after I enlisted, I took part in an approximately six-month overseas training cruise around North, Central, and South America. It took us a full two weeks to sail to Hawaii, while conducting training along the way. After returning to Japan, I worked as an air traffic controller, alongside the U.S. Navy, at the Atsugi Air Base between the U.S. and Japan. I also served as an international liaison officer at the Maritime Staff Office of the Ministry of Defense, in Ichigaya, handling protocol for VIPs from abroad, and serving as an interpreter for the Chief of Maritime Staff, although I have no formal training as an interpreter.
From 2018, for four years, I was assigned as a liaison officer and military professor at the U.S. Naval War College in Rhode Island, where I worked as a liaison while conducting research and teaching. In recognition of my work there, I was awarded the U.S. Meritorious Service Medal in 2024. While I was in the U.S. I also gave guest lectures and speeches at other universities, such as Yale, as well as at think thanks in countries like India. 
In my current position, I frequently travel abroad on official business, including to the U.S., India, Finland, and so on. This coming year, I may be travelling to Hawaii and Indonesia.

3. You spent a significant amount of time abroad during your childhood. Did you face any challenges coming back to Japan?
I faced different challenges as a child and as an adult, but they might have a common root. For example, as a child, when I returned from Saudi Arabia, I was initially bewildered by certain customs in Japanese schools. I was given a warning for walking into the school building with shoes still on, and I remember that during lunchtime, I didn’t know how to open the lid of the milk bottle, so I just stared at it blankly. But those are relatively light episodes.
On the other hand, I felt very sad when I had to go shopping for a school bag, a randoseru. I definitely wanted the black one, but my mother said “no”, that it was “for boys.” I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t allowed to choose a black backpack, even though there were no rules to prohibit it. Also as a kid, my friends accused me of bragging for just talking about my life overseas, so I began to hide my experiences abroad as much as possible. Still, I couldn’t understand why sharing a part of my life was treated as something to be looked down on.
As an adult, my difficulties have mainly been related to my appearance. For example, I actually have quite a lot of gray hair, and in the U.S., people told me, “I like your gray hair!” However, in Japan, I am told, “You’re not that old yet, you should dye it.” I also feel that it’s harder to go out wearing leggings in Japan because people are stricter about appearances. Because of these things, and so that others will see me as trustworthy, I pay a lot of attention to my appearance. What troubles me the most is when people around me, perhaps with no ill intent, seem unable to give me direct advice, and instead worry among themselves about what to do, which turns into gossip.
Another challenge is that when I clearly express my opinions and thoughts, it is often perceived as aggressive in Japan. Even when I am simply stating my views frankly about the issue under discussion, there is a risk that in Japan it will be taken as if I am denying the person themselves. So these days, I am extremely careful not to say too much, although my true feelings may still show on my face.

4. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with defense officers, military personnel, and educational stakeholders in both domestic and international settings. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you have noticed in team dynamics?
Bito: In terms of similarities, what struck me when I went to the U.S. was that things like dissatisfaction with one’s boss or marital relationships, and worries about kids’ education, are surprisingly the same as in Japan. Also, at work, even though our countries are different, we are engaged in the same field, national defense, so it is relatively easy to understand one another. In particular, personnel at the JMSDF and the U.S. Navy have been educated and trained under a shared tradition of seamanship. Half-jokingly and half-seriously, we often say that we understand each other better than we do the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force or the U.S. Army.
As for differences, perhaps one of the major ones lies in Japanese and American attitudes toward risk. What I felt during the COVID pandemic was how quickly decisions were made, and directions were presented in the U.S. Only a few days after the first case appeared in Rhode Island, the state implemented a three-month shutdown, and it became a ghost town. At the Naval War College, the president ordered us to prepare to conduct all research and education remotely just within two weeks. I was preparing to teach an elective course for the first time, so I had to undergo training and qualification for remote instruction, procure the necessary equipment, and then actually teach the course online.
My colleague who was co-teaching with me felt unwell and was suspected to be COVID positive, but we continued co-teaching without giving up. As first responders, we received the vaccination at a very early stage, well before its safety had been fully confirmed. It was the first time I had ever been asked on a medical questionnaire whether I had a will. At that time, I called the office in Japan asking whether I should have the vaccine as a first responder, but in Japan, there were still many uncertainties, and there was nothing that could be guaranteed.
I talked to my boss in the U.S., and he told me that I had a choice to take or not to take the vaccine, but that we were all in the same situation where nothing could be guaranteed. In the end, to be able to continue my work on national security, I decided to get the vaccine.
The U.S. lost several hundred thousand lives, but even while accepting that level of risk, I was greatly encouraged by their strong determination and dynamism. I saw the drive to restore and maintain everyday life at all costs. By contrast, Japan took a very cautious approach, prepared until everything was perfect, but it took a considerable amount of time to restore daily life and the economy. I believe this was the result of a risk averse stance that placed the utmost priority on protecting the lives of its citizens. I cannot say which one is better, but there were clear effects on both sides.

5. What strategies have you used for effective scientific communication in national and international teams?
Bito: I try to respect others and to behave in a way that is worthy of being respected. 
When it comes to my experiences in Taiwan, Palau, and the Philippines in my 20s, when you visit Taiwan or Palau, you quickly notice how favorable an impression people there have of the Japanese. Even just walking down the street, local people are kind and welcoming. By contrast, in some parts of the Philippines, some people have been taught about the violence and atrocities committed by the Japanese military during WWII, and they harbor anti-Japanese feelings as a result.
For example, as I mentioned before, when I was a college student, I worked on tree planting and well digging projects with local students in the Philippines. One of the students, a sixteen-year-old girl who volunteered with us, later told me that, when she first came to see us, she had actually intended to punch us, but she didn’t. Instead, for about a week, we spent a lot of time working side by side, covered in mud. We shared with each other worlds we had never known, amazed and deeply impressed by one another. We dug wells while singing and dancing, and during the breaks we would all jump into a beautiful clear river and play. We ate our meals together outside, and on our days off, we would stay overnight at friends’ homes, play together at the beach, go on picnics in the mountains, and run freely through nature. And by the time we had to say goodbye, neither of us wanted to leave, and we hugged each other crying. I can say that in just a matter of days, we were able to achieve something truly meaningful and become precious friends. Some of my Filipino friends spoke passionately about the Battle of Leyte and how the battleship Musashi sank into the Sibuyan Sea. Even now, I miss them all from the bottom of my heart.
Another experience I have had is related to my military uniform. While I was in the U.S., I had to go speak, for the first time, with a guidance counselor at a high school. An elderly couple who had always looked after my family, and were like parents and grandparents to us, advised me to wear my naval uniform to the meeting. They told me that, rather than showing up as an Asian woman of unknown background, I should earn the counselor’s trust by presenting myself with the “brand power” of a Japanese naval officer. As a result, the meeting went very well. In Japan, it tends to be the opposite, and in fact, we often initially conceal the fact that I am a military officer because people may react with caution. By contrast, in the U.S., there are special days for miliary kids.
I had another interesting experience related to uniforms in the U.S. When I went to buy a washing machine and dryer, that same elderly couple came with me to the store. As expected, it was an expensive purchase, but that couple started negotiating with the salesperson, saying, “This woman is a Japanese naval officer who contributes to the U.S.’s national security as a member of an allied nation, so you should give her a better price.” So, we got a discount. That is “brand power.”
As a maritime officer, I have always emphasized not only communicating with others with genuine respect, but also maintaining proper dress and bearing. The reason we are rigorously trained in our uniforms and in every single movement is because of brand power. During my first year after joining the JMSDF, the training was very severe. Even on the rare weekends when we were finally allowed to go out, if there was even a single wrinkle or speck of dust on our uniforms, we were denied permission to leave the facilities. While it was very strict, it is the same in other countries.

6. Can you think of any examples of very successful communication experiences in an international or intercultural environment?
Bito: The first point I would like to mention is to speak up and ask for help. To be honest, my first experience of living in the U.S. was extremely challenging for me as well as for my kids. I went to Rhode Island as a naval officer and as a representative of Japan, but also as a single parent with two children. I had very little idea how to do my job there, how daily life worked, how my children’s schools operated, or even how the medical system functioned. It was really difficult for us.
Then, around the time the Covid-19 pandemic began, one of my children got sick. I went from pharmacy to pharmacy, but no one would really engage with me or even come close. Most clinics were effectively closed, and I felt completely cornered, without medication. My child was getting worse, and I decided to just post a message on social media: “I need your help, somebody please help me, anybody!” Then, all at once, people began responding to me, trying to help. Their support led us to a neighborhood pharmacy and clinic, and I felt like it was a miracle. Before I knew it, simply by trying my very best to live earnestly and sincerely each day, I had become surrounded by people who were always ready to support us. 
Also during the pandemic, one of my children’s only source of relief was riding a bike, but one day it got a flat tire. My child strongly asked me to fix it by buying a new one, but at the time, I had no time, no money, no physical strength, and no mental energy to deal with it. However, the next morning, somehow, that bike was sitting in our garage, fixed, like a miracle. Our neighbors had fixed it for us. The reason I was able to survive for four years in the U.S. was thanks to my dear friends, our neighbors, my superiors and colleagues, and above all, my kids. So, it is important to ask for help when you need it.
The second example I have is related to work and my experience in air traffic control when I worked as a supervisor at the Atsugi Air Base. There, I dedicated myself to figuring out how Japanese and American personnel could complement each other’s strengths and weaknesses. I had to pay close attention to how the Japanese and American air traffic controllers operated in the team together. An air traffic control facility includes various positions, managing takeoffs and landings, guiding aircraft to and from the runway, coordinating between the control tower and radar approach control, checking flight plans, and more. To ensure the safe operation of air traffic, strong teamwork among controllers is critical.
At Atsugi Air Base, there were a wide variety of aircraft coming and going, such as SDF or U.S. military jet fighters, propeller aircraft, shipborne helicopters, and so on. Many of the JMSDF controllers possess highly honed, almost artisan level air traffic control skills. On the other hand, the U.S. Navy side is often staffed by younger personnel to develop their technical skills as controllers. But in Japan, because there is a strong sense of seniority and hierarchy, and roles of senpai and kōhai, the Japanese tend not to place much trust in younger personnel.
Differences in customs and manners could also become an issue. For example, one time a young U.S. controller put his feet up on a stand in the control room and started eating an apple, but it wasn’t lunch or break time. The frustration level on the Japanese side shot through the roof. Meanwhile, the U.S. side could clearly sense that they were not being trusted, and some of them felt uneasy about the Japanese controllers limited English skills. Even casual conversation language barriers tended to separate Japanese and American members, so I worked hard to instill an attitude of mutual respect.
Thanks to that, we were able to complement each other’s capabilities. Even in high stress situations, like emergency landings, we could bring out outstanding teamwork and guide aircraft safely to the runway. The U.S. controllers would provide support through the English skills, and the Japanese side through the technical skills, which worked great. We just had to respect each other.

7. We have already talked a little bit about this, but have you faced any challenges leading diverse national and international teams?
Bito: At times, I feel that there are limits to the ability of Japanese people to speak up and communicate their views. For example, at a conference or seminar, participants from Japan often say very little. Decision making also tends to take a long time. This is largely because we tend to be afraid of the atmosphere in the room when we speak, and of the possible consequences of what we say. This dynamic is well described in one of my favorite books, Shichihei Yamamoto’s “Kuuki” no Kenkyu (The Study of Air). What is “kuuki” in Japan? How does “kuuki” influence people’s decisions, whether they are right or wrong?
I once attended an international conference in the U.S., where a participant from another country made a statement that was extremely disadvantageous to Japan. A Japanese participant did not offer any rebuttal, and the session ended simply because time ran out. The reason why he hadn’t spoken up was because he was plagued by anxiety, wondering whether it might have spoiled the atmosphere, and also because he felt that his English was not good enough to explain his position. I wondered why he was there as a representative of Japan, because it was meaningless. It was the same as not having been there at all. The Japanese showed presence by just attending, and unfortunately, some Japanese mistakenly feel that merely attending a conference has meaning in itself. But I think that it’s important to share your thoughts and views, to deliver your ideas to others, and to have discussions to solve problems. Saying nothing means nothing.
In the end, in any meeting where discussion is required, those who can express their opinions openly and confidently are at an advantage, and it is their views that reach the other participants. Of course, it is better to be proficient in English, but there is no need to be perfect. If you do your best to communicate your thoughts, others will do their best to understand you. I always try to guide students – first, raise your hand before you think, and then speak when you are obligated to say something.

8. What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working across cultures in the future?
Bito: I can think of three competencies. The first is foreign language skills. The ability to speak up is important, of course, but your capacity to access information also depends on your language skills. Unfortunately, the latest real-time information circulating around the world is available not only in Japanese, but also in foreign languages.
The second is critical thinking skills. Japan is truly beautiful and wonderful. Yet, when you observe Japan from the outside, it becomes very clear that there are both good and bad aspects. I want students to constantly observe both Japan and the wider world, and to keep asking themselves: Which aspects of Japan do we want to preserve and pass on to the future? What problems do we see? And what needs to change? The same applies to the international community.
The third is self-efficacy. I want students to act with the belief that they are someone who can make this world a better place. To tell the truth, I used to think of myself as a completely worthless person. For example, before my short-term study abroad program in high school, I got a haircut, and a relative told me, “Your hairstyle is strange. It will be an embarrassment to Japan, so go back to the hairdresser.” And because I was at a sensitive age, even though she was only criticizing my hairstyle, I internalized it as if my very existence was something shameful. 
In Japan, there were also many times when I was criticized for working while raising children. Some people said things like, “Women will quit anyway,” “Women should stay at home,” “You don’t deserve to have children,” and “I can’t understand how you can put your kids in daycare and still go to work.” Convinced that I was a hopeless person, I spent my days in tears, constantly telling my children, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” over and over. And yet, thanks to the support and encouragement of many people, I realized that I had been able to accomplish many things. So, I want students to know that they should have confidence in themselves and that they can change the world.

9. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for a future with the JMSDF or in education?
Bito: Speaking in strictly military professional terms, “strategy”, at any level, means clearly defining your ends, ways, and means. However, even more important is to clarify what you want to become and what you want to accomplish. And even if your goals are ambitious, you never give up, and you carry yourself with confidence. If your goal is extremely high, you simply need to climb step by step, steadily and surely. You will definitely encounter lots of difficulties, and sometimes you may feel like you can’t do it, but like I said, I do think that many people will support you along the way, and you will surely be able to reach those goals and make a change.

10. Is there anything that I haven’t asked you about that you would like to mention?
Bito: I would like to talk about the importance of education through two examples. First, the first three months of the COVID pandemic, during the shutdown, were very challenging and truly agonizing. I lived in fear that we might test positive, and I struggled with preparing and teaching remote classes, something I was not used to. I also had to look after my children’s physical and mental health. One of my children stopped smiling during that time, so I reached the point where I felt I might not be able to go on.
At that time, during a weekly virtual meeting at work, I learned that two distance learning officer students had been assigned to the U.S. Navy hospital ship USS Comfort, which had been dispatched to New York, where so many lives were being lost. They joined the online class in between duties, wearing full protective gear – a protective suit, mask, and goggles. I could only imagine how difficult and painful their situation must have been, but one of the students said with a smile that she felt honored to be able to take online classes while carrying out her duties. I was shocked. I realized I had no right to complain or feel sorry for myself, and I felt deeply encouraged to work even harder for students who, even in such harsh conditions and face-to-face with life and death, never lost their desire to learn.
A second example was when the Russian invasion of the Ukraine began. There were two Ukrainian Navy officers studying at the U.S. Naval War College. Although the war broke out, they were not ordered to return home immediately. Instead, they continued to study diligently until June, and when they graduated, we all sent them off with loud applause. All I can do now is hope that they are alive and can continue carrying out their duties.
What I want to convey through these two examples is, first, how highly education is valued; and second, how fortunate we are in Japan to be able to study in a safe environment without having to worry for our own lives or the lives of others. In this privileged environment, I hope students will devote themselves to learning as much as possible. That’s my message to students.
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