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1. Could you start by telling me about yourself, your career trajectory, and your international experiences?
Ikeda: I’m from Kochi, in Shikoku. I went to a major private all-girls junior high school and high school, and in my senior year, I went to Virginia Beach, in the U.S., as an exchange student for one year. My initial plan was to go to a Japanese university after graduating from high school in the U.S. because I had made a promise to my parents. But after spending just one year there, I felt like my English wasn’t good enough, and I didn’t feel like I understood the society or culture deep enough. So, I wanted to go back to the States, and I somehow convinced my parents to let me go to university there. At that time, the yen was very strong, so it was feasible even for middle-class people to send children to state universities in the U.S. Although it would have been much cheaper if I went to a national or local university in Japan, compared to going to a university in Tokyo, going to a university in the States didn’t make that much of a difference financially, so I did that.
I graduated from the New York Fashion Institute of Technology under the State University of New York, having majored in international marketing, trade, and cosmetics marketing. I was really into cosmetics and beauty products at the time, so right after college, I did internships with fashion houses and fashion media companies. That helped me get a job as a new grad in New York City. Back then, if you graduated from a four-year university, you could get an OTJ (on-the-job training) visa for one year, and then you could apply for an H1B visa. I was working on that, but I met my partner at the time, and we decided to go back to Japan. I was still a new grad, so I could apply for a job with companies in Tokyo, and I was able to get a job at a big fashion company. I worked there as a cosmetics marketing assistant for about four years, and then my partner got relocated back to New York.
When I relocated with him, it took me a while to get a job because it was really competitive. It took me almost one year to find a job with a large Japanese cosmetics company. I worked there for six years, and then I got pregnant. Also around that time, my partner changed jobs, so we had to move back to Japan. Because I was pregnant, I decided to stay at home for a few years until my son went to daycare or preschool. At the time, I was 34 years old, so I had no idea about balancing work and kids. I thought women could do that. I had never faced discrimination as a woman before because I went to an all-girls school in Kochi, which is more rural, and I never perceived myself as different just for being a woman. I also went to FIT, where 80% of students are women, and then I worked for cosmetics and fashion companies with women, so I was always in the majority. I just never knew what it was like to be a woman in Japan. 
When my son turned 4, I went to agencies to look for a job. By then, I had 10 years of experience in cosmetics marketing, but the collapse of Lehman Brothers had triggered the global financial crisis, making it extremely difficult to find anything. The only jobs I could get were as a temp worker, but even for those, I had no experience in clerical work, so I couldn’t find a job that I was interested in doing. One day, I was tweeting, feeling angry, and I found out that a fashion publisher was looking for a freelance translator to translate their magazines into Japanese. It wasn’t a full-time position, but I applied. While I was working as a translator, I was asked if I wanted to write some of my own pieces, since my background was on beauty and fashion. That was my first time to write articles, and how I got into journalism. I started writing about beauty and the fashion industry, and then gradually about movies because it’s also culture. Movies usually explore social issues, so then I started writing about that. And now I write about family policies, gender issues, and a lot of other topics related to society and culture, in both English and Japanese. I have been doing that for 14 years.

2. In broad terms, how much time have you spent working in Japan and overseas?
Ikeda: I spent 6 years in New York. In Japan, I have spent about 18 years in total, both as a company worker and as a journalist. However, lately I travel around quite a lot for my job.

3. How did your upbringing and opportunities available in Japan shape your current career?
Ikeda: I would say that being able to speak English definitely helped me, but growing up in Japan gave me a very strong foundation in terms of discipline, attention to detail, and a sense of group work and responsibility. However, I think that what truly shaped my career was the contrast between my upbringing and my experiences abroad. Going abroad gave me perspectives that I would never have developed if I had stayed in Japan. I had a dual lens to see both the States and Japan, and as a marketer and a journalist, I think that is extremely important. It’s a very valuable skill to be able to see society from both the inside and the outside. I could understand the culture, but also how others see it, and I think that helped me.

4. Throughout your career in the beauty and media industries, you have worked closely with teams both in Japan and abroad. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you have noticed in team dynamics?
Ikeda: There is definitely a striking difference between working with American and Japanese teams. In the States, it is very much a me-first culture in the workplace. You have to advocate for yourself to get opportunities. For example, in the American team, we had to come up with product or color names, and all coworkers had to compete with each other to get that job. We were not enemies, we were very friendly to each other, but there was always strong competition. Honestly, that was exhausting at times because you really have to present yourself, be visible, have a better image than your coworkers. We actually became very good friends, we hung out together after work, but still there was competition, which was exhausting. On the other hand, I really appreciated the autonomy. I could manage my own schedule and take ownership of my work. There was a sense that I was trusted to get things done in my own way. I think American bosses don’t really micromanage employees.
In Japan, the team culture is the complete opposite. The golden rule is to not inconvenience your teammates. You can’t ask them questions about small things; you have to research everything thoroughly, and then you finally get to ask questions. You have to do a lot on your own, and then you can finally ask for help. You also have to be extremely punctual. You do research independently, but then you have to move in sync with everybody else – you have to be on the same page, and you can never be the reason why the team falls behind. It feels rigid, but within that structure, the environment is genuinely warm and collaborative. Once you follow the unwritten rules, there is very little internal competition, so people are rooting for each other instead of competing against each other. It’s the complete opposite.

5. What strategies have you used for effective communication in international and intercultural settings?
Ikeda: The most important thing is to never assume a shared context. I learned that from speaking to people from different backgrounds. In Japan, we share a context to some extent, but in front of an international audience, I have to explain everything. And when I do that, I try to be neutral and mention both the good and the bad aspects. I wouldn’t use the word “strategy”, but that is how I try to communicate.

6. Can you think of any examples of very successful communication experiences in an international or intercultural environment?
Ikeda: I had a good presentation last year in Budapest. I was presenting on Japanese demographic challenges, and I used the example of dobos torte, a Hungarian sweet which has layers of sponge cake and chocolate cream. I explained how the Japanese declining birthrate and aging population (shōshikamondai) has these complex, interconnected layers. I used their cultural framework, a traditional Hungarian sweet, to explain my cultural context, and they could really visualize it, so it worked well.

7. Have you faced any challenges working with diverse national and/or international teams?
Ikeda: Recently, I’ve been working with a Hungarian team, and they are completely different from Americans or Japanese. Because they are Westerners, I felt that they would be closer to Americans than to Japanese, so at our first meeting, I gave a lot of suggestions about the goals I wanted to achieve. But they said, “Oh no, that’s too hard to do”, so they are more like Japanese in that sense. It was my failure to assume that because they are Europeans, they are closer to Americans, but Americans are also quite different from French or British people. Every culture is so different.
I have been working with the Hungarian team for half a year, and I have been trying to observe how they communicate and make decisions, and then go along with it. I try not to assume anything or focus on me. Understanding their pace, hierarchy, and how disagreement is handled is the key. Americans would directly say “No, I don’t think so”, but Hungarians will say “That’s great…”, and the Japanese would just say “We’ll think about it.”. I think that how people handle disagreement is the key to understanding communication.

8. Have you faced any challenges returning to Japan after spending significant time abroad?
Ikeda: I spent my teen years as well as my early 20s to 30s in the States, so I was more Americanized than I thought. Professionally, I was just very shocked that I couldn’t find a job in Japan after 10 years of experience at big companies. My experience didn’t mean anything in Japan, so that kind of made me feel like an outcast. That is when I realized that you have to stay in the Japanese path in Japan, because once you’re off, it’s really hard to come back. Naturally, I knew I was still Japanese, but I went to university in the States and I worked there, so when I came back, all the friends I made were like me – women who studied or who grew up abroad. I felt like I wasn’t accepted by society, especially because I couldn’t get a job.
Then when I became a mother, I had other friends who were mothers (mama tomo), who would ask me which university I went to. They were not trying to discriminate, but they wanted to understand where people stood in society so that they could establish a hierarchy. I was very glad I hadn’t gone to a Japanese university because when I told them that I went to a university in New York, they had no idea where to place me in that hierarchy. That was a culture shock.
Even in terms of communication, I always thought that being honest and direct was nice, but in Japan people are more passive-aggressive and indirect. I sometimes still struggle with what the common sense is here. For example, sending my recent articles to my friends is still kind of taboo in Japan, like I am too focused on myself and bragging, but it’s completely okay to send them to my friends in the States and they think it’s great. Those are the kinds of things I always have to ask myself: Is this common sense for Japanese people?
My husband now is Canadian, and he knows so much about Japan, but our different cultures are all mixed, so we sometimes get confused about what the right action is. The Hungarian team is quite different too. I don’t speak their language, and I don’t understand how society works yet because I’ve only lived there for three months, so I don’t understand what the right tone of voice or email is. I am still struggling.

9. What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working across cultures in the future?
Ikeda: I think the most essential skill is adaptability. You have to be good at adapting, not just at tolerating differences. You have to be curious about different cultures and be humble about it. I also had a lack of knowledge about my own culture because when people asked me questions about history, society, culture, I sometimes couldn’t answer them. If students can be adaptable as well as able to explain their own culture, that will be helpful because although it’s hard, you constantly have to readjust yourself culturally. 
Resilience is another big one. Living abroad is tough, and there are so many moments of loneliness, confusion, and self-doubt. I think students need to know that those feelings are a part of the growing up process, and that it is not necessarily negative. When I talk to Japanese students, I feel that male students are more vulnerable than women, perhaps because Japanese men are culturally not as good at sharing their feelings or at communicating. From my experience, there are more female Japanese students staying in the States after graduating from university. I know that being abroad can sometimes hurt your ego and pride, but that’s just part of the journey to empower yourself. You have to take a break, breathe, and understand that sometimes people don’t mean it – they don’t know you or your culture. Try to not be negative. When I feel anger, I try to understand why I feel that way, and then I try to tell myself that it’s a part of the growth process.

10. 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 the media or marketing industries?
Ikeda: Nowadays, work environments are changing rapidly with AI. I had a plan – I liked cosmetics and I wanted to get a job in in that field, so I did the right internships, I went to the right university, I got a first and second job. But you never know what will happen in life, so even though you plan it well, it could go wrong, and I think we should all be aware of that.
For media jobs, I think the writing will be replaced (it has already been replaced to some extent) by AI. My editors have been asking me to write less and less, so they’re reducing opinion and news writers. The only journalists that I think can probably survive are investigative journalists. AI can do research, but you have to be able to establish whether AI is correct.
In terms of a marketing career, in my time, marketing was only for young people and once you had gained some experience, you had to go into management. I think this is another field where jobs will be replaced by AI, so having social skills, being able to talk to people and find the right angle to sell a product or write an article, is important. You need to be original and base your work on your own experiences, so you need to have real-world experience. The writing and the data analysis are important as well, but AI will replace those. What AI cannot do is replace real experiences.
In my last opinion piece about what is happening in Iran right now, I wrote about my experience as an exchange student in Virginia Beach in the opening paragraph. That kind of experience can help to differentiate you from others, so you have to get those original experiences, and it doesn’t have to be in a field that you want to work in. When I was young, I wanted to work in cosmetics, so I thought I had to read only about beauty and know everything about it, but it’s not like that. Looking at other successful people, I think they are able to combine their own experiences, even if those experiences aren’t in that field. A lot of people read different kinds of books, travel to different countries, and just meet people. I think those experiences are going to count more now.
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