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Introduction to the Study

Stemming from my experience living and working in Japan for four years, I thought it would be fascinating to know about the flip side of my situation.  Therefore I decided to research and explore the experiences and challenges of young adult women from Japan now living in the United States.  What kinds of experiences have they had, both positive and negative?  What are their perceptions of America and American culture?   What kind of adjustments have they had to make in order to adapt to living here?  And what are the greatest challenges they are dealing with?  

As an American living in Japan, I found that I was constantly comparing my culture to the Japanese culture.  In my own personal experience, I found that some elements of Japanese culture were preferable to those of American culture and vice versa.  From this stems another of my research questions.  Are there aspects of American culture that Japanese women living here find preferable to Japanese culture?  Do they find certain things easier, more enjoyable, or more satisfying here in the United States?  

Thus, the focus and purpose of my study was to explore the experiences of young professional-age Japanese women living in the Los Angeles area in order to determine their motivations for moving here, the greatest challenges they face, and what aspects of American culture, if any, they find preferable to those of Japanese culture. 

Review of Literature 

Literature pertaining specifically to Japanese women who have recently immigrated to the United States is sparse, and research focused specifically on Japanese female immigrants living in Los Angeles are virtually nonexistent.  However, several studies have explored the experiences of immigrants, with some focusing specifically on Japanese immigrants.  The findings I will discuss below report that there are varying levels of success in culturally adjusting to life in the United States, and there are a great number of factors that affect individuals’ positive and negative experiences in their new country of residence.  My study will hopefully help to begin to fill the aforementioned gap in immigrant research by focusing specifically on the demographic of recent female Japanese immigrants of young professional age and helping to identify the factors that help or hinder their acculturation process.

Berry, et al. (1989) define four coping strategies that individuals use to adapt to a new culture.  These include:  1) Assimilation, when individuals interact with the host culture and devalue their own culture; 2) Integration, when individuals maintain their own culture while at the same time interact with the host culture; 3) Marginalization, when individuals reject their culture of origin and avoid interaction with the host culture; and 4) Separation, when individuals maintain their own culture of origin and have minimal interaction with the host culture.  With integration being the most adaptive and marginalization the least adaptive, the coping strategy an individual chooses to employ will invariably affect his or her experience living in a foreign country.  Some have argued that “individuals may develop the ability to negotiate two cultures comfortably without sacrificing their identification with either culture.” (Yeh, et al., 2003, p.481)  Indeed, the overall comfort and satisfaction of female Japanese immigrants living in the U.S. may have a lot to do with the coping strategies they employ to negotiate American culture while at the same time maintaining their Japanese identities.    

In a qualitative study on the cultural adjustment of eight Japanese immigrant youth ranging in age from 14 to 19 years, Yeh, et al, (2003) stated that first-generation Japanese immigrants who have recently arrived face more issues related to cultural adjustment than immigrants who are settled, long-term residents.  They found that some factors contributing to adjustment difficulties are language barriers which lead to communication difficulties, lifestyle and cultural value differences, and conflicts related to identity and trying to balance life between two cultures.  Despite these challenges, however, Yeh, et al. (2003) found that the immigrants in their study “…managed to maintain bicultural identities and to cope with the difficulties they encountered in everyday life.  More than half …described their overall experience of living in the U.S. as positive.” (p. 485) The focus of their study was Japanese youth with a mean age of 16 who immigrated at a critical stage of identity formation, so it is quite possible that women who immigrate to the U.S. at a much later age, when their individual and cultural identities are much more firmly developed, will have fewer conflicts related to identity and maintaining cultural balance.


In a qualitative study of  ten Israeli immigrants and ten Japanese immigrants to Canada, Magat (1999) found that immigrants’ ability to create a comfortable “home” for themselves in a new country is largely “…related to the nature of self (individualistic versus self-sacrificing, and I-self versus we-self) and the ability to commit to the new place.” (p. 199) 

He found that Japanese immigrants do not lose their identity by living elsewhere and that their sense of self as Japanese remains strong.  As the immigrants define being Japanese as what one does rather than where one lives, they are able to maintain their cultural identity while at the same time adjusting to living in a new culture.  

In a study that surveyed 116 Japanese women in Japan, Holloway, et al. (2006) focused on the maternal role of Japanese women and how it relates to parenting, employment and life satisfaction.  Due to the fact that in Japan “…employed women who get married or become pregnant are frequently subjected to discriminatory practices and are forced to exit the workplace,” (p. 246) more than half of women leave the workforce when they get married.  However, through analysis of the participants’ self-reported data about employment and life satisfaction, the researchers claimed that a great deal of Japanese women’s life satisfaction comes from employment. (p.243)  Therefore, it is quite possible that Japanese women who immigrate to the United States and are able to enjoy marriage and/or motherhood and employment simultaneously may experience greater life satisfaction than their counterparts who remain in Japan.

In another qualitative study, Toyama (2005) focused specifically on the experiences of 145 female Japanese immigrants living in New York City.  As the women in her study were on average 41 years of age, their sense of self was most likely already well established in their native culture.  More than half the women had come to study or to accompany their husbands, and more than eighty percent wished to stay in the United States.  Their reasons for wishing to stay included “…the opportunities to pursue a career and enjoy their lives without worrying about others,” (p.85), the educational opportunities available to their children, and their feelings of freedom without worrying about how they are perceived.  Of course these women’s experiences were not without their challenges, including language difficulties, feelings of isolation, and guilt about aging parents at home in Japan.  However, the feelings of freedom and the availability of greater opportunities for women seemed to create positive overall experiences for the participants and may well explain why many Japanese female immigrants are able to successfully negotiate a comfortable lifestyle for themselves in the United States.   Another factor that may contribute to their adjustment is the fact that these women live in a large, multiethnic, metropolitan area where they are able to gain access to some comforts of home, such as Japanese food, friends, and cultural events.  In a less urban, less diverse environment, acculturation may be much more difficult.
Research Questions

Using the above research as a base and conducting a more in-depth study into the motivations and challenges of female Japanese immigrants in the Los Angeles area, I hoped to uncover new information regarding the factors influencing the female Japanese immigrant experience in the United States.  My research sought to understand the following questions:
1. What motivated these women to leave their home country to live in the United States?
2. What are their satisfactions and dissatisfactions as Japanese women living in the United States and what are the factors that contribute to these positive and negative experiences? 
3. What aspects of American culture do they find preferable to those of Japanese culture and vice versa?
Research Methods

My qualitative research was conducted on the basis of grounded theory methodology.  Data was collected through open-ended interviews with participants. I analyzed interviews throughout the data collection period in order to identify recurrent themes that could be explored more deeply.  Data was coded into significant categories and I kept a weekly journal to record notes, thoughts and questions pertaining to the data collected.  A review of related literature was conducted simultaneously in order to integrate new findings into a theoretical framework.
Setting 

Research was conducted over a six-week period, from September 28 to November 5, 2008, in Los Angeles and Orange Counties, California.  In the case of all participants except one, the interviews took place in the homes of the participants.  The final participant felt more comfortable meeting outside her home.  
Participants 


The participants consisted of five Japanese females who emigrated from Japan and currently live in the Los Angeles area.  In addition, I interviewed one fiancé and one husband in order to triangulate the data collected in the interviews with the females.  The participants are all friends or acquaintances I have met through my participation in the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Program and its alumni association in Los Angeles.  The JET Program is a program run by the Japanese government which recruits college graduates to live in Japan and teach English and culture in Japanese public schools.  The Japanese women in my study are either married to or friends with alumni of the JET Program.  They include both single and married women of various educational levels who have different living and work situations in the United States.  The women also have varying motivations for coming to the U.S. and different plans for the future.  Their names have been changed in this report in order to maintain their privacy.
Data collection methods 

Data was collected solely through interviews with the research participants.  The interview format was chosen due to the potential to collect in-depth data to get to the heart of the participants’ perspectives on their experiences.  Interview questions were formulated after a brief review of related literature and focused on participants’ lives before coming to the United States, their motivations for immigrating, the positive and negative experiences they have had since arriving, the challenges they face here particularly as women, and the things they find preferable about living in the United States versus living in Japan.  I developed a standard, yet flexible, set of open-ended interview questions and probing questions to elicit further information from the participants.  The interviews were conducted primarily in English, yet sometimes Japanese was used if participants found it easier to communicate their sentiments.  Each interview was audio recorded and hand-written notes were taken as well. 
Data analysis techniques

Shortly after the beginning of data collection, when significant themes began to recur, I developed a coding scheme to categorize the data.  Several themes were identified and coded, the most salient ones being motivations, preferences U.S./Japan, language, identity, satisfactions/dissatisfactions, women’s work issues, freedom and opportunities, and mixed ethnic community.  These themes were then analyzed in relation to literature on the subject, some reflecting what had been found in previous literature and others suggesting new theories with the potential to be explored further.  Despite individual experiences as unique as each participant in the study, I found many commonalities in the women’s stories, and a greater number of immigrants should be studied to provide a broader picture of the Japanese female immigrant experience in the United States.
Participants 


The five female participants in this study ranged in age from 30 to 40, with an average age of 35.4 years.  They have lived in the U.S. for an average of 8.4 years with the shortest residence of 4 years and the longest 18 years.  All of the women are of middle class status with at least a two-year college degree.  One obtained her associate’s, bachelor’s, and Master’s degrees in the United States.  All of the women came to the United States with a basic proficiency in the English language, and though only one pursued formal English training after arrival in the U.S., all are extremely conversant in English.  Two are married with children, one is engaged, and two are single.

Naomi is a single 35-year-old Japanese woman from Miyagi, Japan, who has been living in the United States for four years.  I met and became friends with Naomi during my time in Japan.  Her family lives in the same town where I lived for three years on the JET program.  She became interested in the United States when she accompanied me on one of my visits home.  Shortly after I returned to the United States, she decided she wanted to see what it was like to live in the U.S.  She found a job with a Japanese travel company in Las Vegas and moved there in May 2004.  Two years later she got a job working for a Japanese dental technology company in Costa Mesa and relocated to Long Beach, California in June 2006.  She is a graphic and webpage designer.  She is now in the process of applying for a green card and is uncertain how long she will stay in the United States.

Yumiko is a married 35-year-old Japanese woman from Nara, Japan, who has been living in the United States for seven years.  She met her Japanese-American husband, Andy, in Japan in 1999.  Andy was a participant in the JET Program and was teaching English at the public schools in the town where Yumiko lived.  They met while volunteering at the local community radio station where Yumiko reported travel news and Andy did a radio English program.  They married one year later and moved back to the United States together in July 2001.  She is currently a stay at home mom with their one-year-old daughter.  They live in Long Beach, California and are settled here more or less permanently.


Yuki is a married 40-year-old Japanese woman from Saitama, Japan, who has been living in the United States for eight years.  She was already married to her Japanese husband before moving to the United States and accompanied her husband in immigrating to the U.S. in search of further opportunities for education and training in his field of dental technology.  They moved to Costa Mesa, California, in 2000, and have both been working for the same dental technology company ever since.  Her husband is a dental technician, while Yuki works in a clerical position.  They have a daughter who is 11 and a son who is 7.  Their children have been raised almost entirely in the United States and attend both a regular public school during the week and a Japanese school on Saturday.  Yuki is not sure how long her family will stay in the United States.  

Hanako is a 30-year-old Japanese woman from Gunma, Japan, who has most recently been living in the United States for five years.  She is presently engaged to Paul, a Chinese-American man whom she met through the alumni association of the JET Program.  Paul was also a participant in the JET Program and lived in Japan for one year.  Hanako was born in Japan but lived in San Diego from ages 3 to 10 due to her father’s employment.  According to Hanako, she wanted to move back to the U.S. almost immediately after returning to Japan, but her father wanted her to complete her education in Japan.  After completing her college degree and working in Tokyo for 3 years, she moved to Los Angeles in 2003.  She is a recruitment and placement specialist for a Japanese employment agency in Torrance, California.  When she first came to the U.S. five years ago, she did not know how long she would stay.  Now that she is engaged, she plans to reside permanently in the United States. 

Junko is a single 37-year-old Japanese woman from Osaka, Japan, who has been living in the United States for 18 years.  She came to the United States at the age of 19 because she couldn’t attend a four-year college in Japan.  She had attended an academically prestigious high school where there was too much pressure and she just couldn’t handle that environment.  She lost her motivation and her GPA was too low to get accepted to a four-year college.  She applied for an ESL program in Pennsylvania in 1990 and has been in the U.S. ever since.  She states, “Honestly, the only reason was because I couldn’t go to college in Japan.  If I had done well in school at home, I probably wouldn’t have thought about coming.”  She completed her bachelor’s degree in Albany, New York, and moved to Los Angeles in 1996 to complete a master’s degree in counseling at USC and presently works as a social worker.  She lives in Pasadena, California, and has just begun an MBA program.  She plans to remain in the U.S. but hopes to return to Japan when she retires.  

Andy, Yumiko’s husband, is the Japanese-American son of first-generation Japanese immigrants who came to Los Angeles in their early twenties.  As he was growing up, he was taught both American and Japanese cultures, and his two years in Japan as part of the JET Program helped him make sense of his Japanese upbringing.  He met and married Yumiko in Japan a year before returning to the United States.

Paul, Hanako’s fiancé, is a Chinese-American man who lived in Japan for one year and worked as an English teacher through the JET Program.  He met Hanako two years ago in Los Angeles through the alumni association of the JET Program in Los Angeles.  His experience with Japanese culture gained through his participation in the JET Program gives him some insight into the differences between Japanese culture and American culture and how those differences may affect Japanese women living in the United States.
Findings

Although the women in my study immigrated to the United States for different reasons, there are many similarities in their experiences as Japanese immigrants living in Los Angeles.  They all expressed satisfactions and dissatisfactions about living in the United States, but for each of them the positives outweighed the negatives.  And for many, a great number of aspects of American culture were preferable to those of Japanese culture.  Their overall positive experience and ability to adjust relatively easily to a new culture can be attributed to a number of factors.  Most significant among these are:  1) their ability to integrate into American culture while maintaining their Japanese identities, 2) the ethnic diversity of a big city like Los Angeles, 3) their development of coping strategies to deal with language issues, 4) greater freedom to be unique individuals and more opportunities to pursue individual interests, and 5) participation and recognition as women in the workforce. 
Acculturation through integration/Maintenance of Japanese identity

“While some immigrants adjust willingly and easily to the new culture, other immigrants have strong attachments to their culture of origin and find such a transition difficult.” (Yeh, et al., p. 481)  The women in my study fall into the former category as most seemed to have adjusted willingly and easily to American culture.  Despite initial difficulties and missing family, friends or certain aspects of Japanese culture, they have acculturated by integrating into American society.  They maintain friends from both cultures and embrace aspects of American culture without rejecting or devaluing their own.  Magat (1999) found that Japanese immigrants do not lose their identity by living elsewhere and that their sense of self as Japanese remains strong.  As they define being Japanese in terms of what one does rather than where one lives, they are able to maintain their cultural identity while simultaneously adjusting to living in a new culture.  Indeed the women in my study while talking of aspects of American culture they enjoy compared to what they would experience in Japan, held fiercely to their identities as Japanese.  Naomi states:
     
I am Japanese.  I’m American-friendly Japanese, but I’m never Americanized.  

     
Well, my co-workers tease me that I am so Americanized because I like cherry pie and 
chocolate. And sometimes I eat like macaroni and cheese 5 days a week, but no, I’m 
Japanese.  But I’m very proud of myself that I’m different than Japanese who don’t 
know American culture because their world is really small I guess.

Junko related, 


I don’t consider myself Japanese-American.  I am Japanese.  That’s my identity,
 
even though I’ve lived here a long time.  I’m definitely Americanized.  When I 

talk to my Japanese friends I notice it most.  But I am still Japanese.

Yumiko stated it even more strongly, “I am Japanese – 120%.  Outside of Japan, I see Japan well.  I like it more now that I’m here – the spirit of respect, spirit of modesty, peace, the value of not individual.” 

Compared to the adolescents in Yeh, et al.’s (2003) study, for whom identity was a more crucial issue, these women’s strong identities as adults contributed to their relatively easy adjustment to their new culture.  With a strong sense of who they are and a firm self-esteem based on that identity, they may have found it easier to deal with any challenges they faced as foreigners living in the United States.  


At the same time, I would argue that a number of circumstances makes it easier for these women to acculturate and adapt to life in the new culture, not least of which is the various support systems they have to help them negotiate a foreign culture while maintaining a lot of contact with their own. As Yumiko’s husband Andy states, “With a social network like the JET Program, church, and many friends, she has adapted very well.”  For Hanako, Naomi, and Yuki, working in a primarily Japanese environment contributes to their ease of transition to a new culture and provides the necessary support to maintain their cultural identity.  As Hanako’s fiancé Paul put it, her “coworkers are all Japanese females from Japan.  This makes her life here easier.  She gets a break from American things.  They’re all coworkers but also very good friends.  It’s the best of both worlds.”  

Indeed the women in my study are able to both integrate into American culture and maintain their own Japanese identity without having to reject either, because they don’t have to.  The cultural support systems they have available to them allow them to have “the best of both worlds” and to negotiate their way between the two cultures in the way that works best for them.   
Ethnic diversity in Los Angeles  


The ethnic diversity of a big city like Los Angeles is a huge factor contributing to their comfort in assimilating to life here.  As Andy stated, “Los Angeles is great for foreigners because everyone that lives here is one.  That’s the beauty of L.A. where anyone in the world can come here and make their dreams come true.”  He added, “Living in Southern California is a lot easier than living in Wyoming or Texas.  There are plenty of Japanese here so I don’t think it will be that difficult.”  Indeed, access to comforts of home like Japanese food, books, friends, and cultural events can make the transition to life away from home a lot easier. 


Many of the women cited the ethnic diversity of Los Angeles as a huge plus in their experience living in another country.  Not only did they feel it helped them fit in and minimized any discrimination they might have experienced, but it also enhanced their enjoyment of life here because they could learn about and enjoy the food and celebrations of many cultures. As Naomi put it, 


Like basically this country is developed accepting differences, immigrants, 
different languages, people from different nations, everything is mixed.  So people 
are ready to forgive or understand each other the differences…I don’t have any, like, 
discrimination experience before so that is part of the biggest reason I don’t get 
uncomfortable, I guess.

She added:


I didn’t know I could learn Hong Kong or Chinese culture here, you know, those kind of 
things.  Or Filipino food.  I like it.  Being in the U.S. is like traveling around the world, 
having every world food cheaply.     
Yumiko, who had been to Ohio for a month as an exchange student, was initially shocked by how many cultures and how many Asian people she found there to be in Los Angeles.  She finds one of her greatest satisfactions in life in the U.S. to be that:


If you work had no matter what race you are, America accepts it.  You can get a job.  
They will respect you.  Americans respect me and my culture.  In Japan, they have a 
hard time adjusting to different cultures, but here people are flexible, accepting of 
different views.

Yuki is happy about the opportunities to interact with and learn about many different cultures for both herself and her children.  At first, she too was shocked about how many different nationalities are represented here, because in Japan it is primarily solely Japanese people. “Chigau sekai o shite…Iro na hito, iro na taiken dekiru.”  (You can know a different world…Various people, you can have various experiences.)  And Junko also recognized the diversity in Los Angeles as one of the things she finds preferable about American culture.  “Different racial groups.  Different events and food based on culture.  I like a variety.”

In a community like Los Angeles, where being different is more the rule than the exception, fitting in and being accepted may well be a lot easier than it would be in a less diverse setting in the United States, or even in a monocultural society like Japan.  Not only did the women in my study find themselves and their cultures respected and their differences understood and accepted, but they also seemed to revel in the cultural diversity of Los Angeles and the opportunities and experiences available to them because of it.
Coping strategies to deal with language issues 

Yeh, et al. (2003) identified language barriers which lead to communication difficulties as one of the factors contributing to adjustment difficulties.  Despite this challenge, however, they found that the immigrants in their study managed to “…cope with the difficulties they encountered in everyday life…(and) described their overall experience of living in the U.S. as positive.” (p. 485)  Similarly, in my study, all of the women cited English language and communication difficulties as part of their dissatisfactions with life in the United States.  On the other hand, I found that each of the women developed coping strategies to deal with language issues and these strategies contributed to their adjustment to life here and to their overall positive experiences living in the United States.  For example, Naomi explained:


I don’t really have “claim” to the society or U.S. country.  The thing I wish could 
be 

better is my English of course.  Sometimes I just imagine if I’m very fluent, like grew up 
here, I don’t have a problem to survive here, because I know I fit here more than Japan.  
Only negative point is just my language level.  But I know how to get it.  Sometimes I 
use dictionary, sometimes I write down, and sometimes I honestly say, “I’m not good at 
so can you please speak slowly?”  So I know the solutions, some of them, but still for 
inconvenience factor, I wish I could speak English fluently.  


Yumiko feels she has experienced discrimination here because of her language issues.  “Yes, because I can’t speak fluent English, sometimes people on the telephone are really rude.  But now I know how to stand up and say what I want to say and they’ll listen to me.” 

For Yuki, she has a hard time with English so some exchanges with Americans can be difficult.  For example, when she enrolled her children in public school for the first time, she experienced difficulty because they were the first Japanese students at that school and nobody at the school knew much about Japanese people, language, or culture.  However, she said that everyone at the school was really nice and she and they tried hard to communicate with each other, so it was both a “good and bad experience together.”


For Hanako, who came to study human resource management at UCLA before starting her job with a Japanese employment agency, her initial communication difficulties were both a language issue and a cultural issue.   Because her English was not that good, she found that debating with classmates and expressing her opinions was very difficult.  In addition, she found herself surrounded by female classmates with very strong personalities who were used to expressing their personal opinions. As a Japanese woman, Hanako was not used to expressing her own opinions and was more likely to go along with someone else’s idea.  She relates, “This was really challenging for me, but I learned to express my opinion because here, if you can’t express your feelings, if you don’t have an opinion, people are not interested in you.”  

Finally, Junko, who began an ESL program when she first arrived in the United States, soon recognized that the ESL program wasn’t helping her, so she took different steps to learn English.  She enrolled in college and began taking regular classes in her major field and she found listening to the professor and taking notes really helped her.  In addition, “I intentionally avoided Japanese people.  I moved to the regular dormitory where I had to force myself to learn English, then I moved to a house with English-speaking roommates.”  The language support and practice provided by her interactions with English speakers helped her to confront her language issues head on and move forward as she improved in her abilities.

Whatever their individual coping strategies, each of these women found what worked for them to deal with language difficulties and thus make their adjustment to American life and culture easier.
Greater freedom to be yourself/More opportunities 

Almost identical to what Toyama (2005) found in her study of Japanese women living in New York city, the women in my study cited greater freedom of expression and greater opportunities to pursue personal, educational and career interests as two of their great satisfactions with their life in America.  Some women in Toyama’s study, “…indicated feelings of freedom and not worrying about how they were perceived.  One participant said, ‘There are a lot of chances for women in America.  If you want to improve yourself, you will always receive your answers.  There exists an American dream here.’” (p.86)  Similar sentiments were echoed repeatedly in the voices of the women in my study.  For Naomi, freedom to be herself was most important:

I can be myself here.  Naomi.  In Japan no matter where you live you have to be 
someone else.  There’s a nametag.  You are someone’s daughter.  Yes, here, it’s same 
thing, but I don’t have parents here.  And you work “there” – here’s the badge from 
your company.  I’m totally free from that…You don’t have to follow people and that was 
a big problem in Japan for me because I was kind of unique.  I don’t wear 
nice clothes, I 
don’t put makeup on, I don’t hang out with that group of people, so people pointed at me 
and I’m weirdo, but here, not at all.  That is the best thing.
Yumiko is very content with her ability to express her own opinion and be accepted:


In Japan, I couldn’t express my opinion because they’re not open to different 
opinions.  Seven or eight years ago I couldn’t say an opinion like I’m saying now.  
I could, but people don’t like it.  

Hanako also finds it easier to follow your own path in the U.S.:

In Japan, there’s strict railroad to follow.  Everyone’s same in Japan.  Here they accept 
differences.  In Japan, you have to be same, not stand out.  Here it’s like, ‘Oh, you’re 
different.  That’s good.’  You always have a choice in America.  You don’t have to 
follow other people.  If you’re strong enough to make your choice here, Japanese people 
will stay.  If not, they’ll go back.  

Many of the women also spoke of having more opportunities here than they would have in Japan, particularly in relation to pursuing personal and educational interests.  
Yumiko pointed out:


There is access to school, to go back to school, change major easily, or get 
knowledge of something you want to study.  In Japan, once you graduate, no one goes 
back to college…I have hope here.  After raising kid, going back to school, work, etc. I 
have chance.  People don’t blame me if I’m doing that.  In Japan they would say, ‘Why 
are you going back to school?’
Yuki also stated, “
I am able to do independent activities here.  Babysitting and daycare are normal here, but not in Japan.  It gives moms more time to do activities for themselves.”
Junko spoke of having more freedom and opportunities here than in Japan:


I think I have more freedom.  I guess it’s good because I can do whatever I want to do.  
In Japan, they’d say if you have one master’s degree it’s enough, but here you can get as 
many as you want.  I’ll do what I want.  I think there, I wouldn’t have the choice to 
say, ‘Oh this is what I want’ because I’d have more social pressure, more peer 
pressure…I wouldn’t be studying for my MBA right now.

Regardless of their own particular interests or pursuits, there was agreement among these women that they felt freer to be themselves and do what they wanted to do in the United States, without worrying about what other people would think.  Rather than trying not to be the “square peg” in Japan, the women feel free to be themselves in the United States and they don’t worry about not fitting in or going with the flow.  The ability to pursue their own personal, educational, or career interests without recrimination from others is a huge factor in their satisfaction with life in the United States.
Women at work


Holloway, et al. (2006) found that a great deal of satisfaction with life for Japanese women comes from employment.  However, in Japan, once women get married or have children, they are forced to leave full-time employment either by discriminatory practices in the workplace or by societal pressure. They found that “…mothers who attempt to engage in activities outside the home are frequently accused …of neglecting their family’s well-being through a ‘selfish’ desire to pursue employment or leisure activities rather than to devote themselves exclusively to child rearing.” (p. 236) Given this pressure, it seems that Japanese women who immigrate to the United States and are presented with more options to continue working after becoming wives and mothers would experience more gratification from their employment opportunities here.  The data from the women in my study seems to support this argument.  Not only do they find more satisfaction in the opportunities for women to pursue their careers but they also noted that the flexibility in the U.S. that also allows husbands and fathers to be more involved in family life enhances the experience for women even more.  All the women in my study recognized that the opportunities for women in the workplace in America are much more abundant than in Japan.  Naomi recalls:

Well, I still remember my company, when you quit, there’s a check box:  Are you 
getting married or not?  That was totally discrimination, right?  Well, it could be one of 
the biggest reasons women quit their jobs there, but here, I don’t think so.  
Maybe they 
change their job or change their location, but they don’t have to quit, I think.  And 
there, even though you are smart and really skilled, even more than men, you can’t 
go really high up in a position, just because you are female.  

Yumiko stated:


People here expect that I can work or stay at home as a mom.  In Japan, there is still 
strong feeling women should be at home taking care of kids.  I’m so glad I didn’t get 
married with a guy from Japan because kids are both of ours, not only mine.  I get 
more help from my husband here than in Japan.  Here my husband is home by 6:30 or 
7:00 for sure.  America is more family-oriented.  That’s what I like about America.

Naomi also commented about men’s roles in family life here:


As long as I remember it is embarrassing for Japanese men to say, ‘Today is my 
daughter’s birthday can I leave early?’ You can’t say that.  Here, everyone says that.  In 
Japan, it’s like you have to be quiet about family love or your wife’s love.  That makes 
me happy here.  Like the president of the company said, ‘My daughter is dancing on 
stage today, can I leave early?’ and I said, ‘Go ahead!’  But in Japan, I don’t think they 
can do that.  It’s just a culture difference, I guess.

Hanako finds that women in the U.S. are recognized and promoted at work based on their skills:


If you have skills and knowledge, it’s not equal but more equal than Japan.  
Women can be managers.  It’s really hard to find female managers in Japan.  
There’s more chance to grow and get promoted.  Women can open their own 
business.  Not in Japan!

As an American who also has experience living and working in Japan, Hanako’s fiancé also found far more opportunities available for working women in the U.S.:

I think the doors are much, much more open for career advancement and achievement 
for Japanese females in the U.S.  It’s about, do you produce?  How are your skills?  Can 
you get along with people?  That’s what employers focus on here, not gender.  It’s my 
understanding that once you have a baby in Japan, that’s kind of like retirement.  
Willingly or unwillingly bosses look at you differently.  Bosses in U.S. are like, ‘You’re 
gonna come back, right, after you have the baby?’  People here don’t associate baby with 
end in workforce.  Your longevity in career isn’t determined by family issues.
Junko also felt she would face discrimination as a woman in the Japanese workforce:


I think it’s going to be less freedom, daily pressure, almost harassment.  My boss 
would 
tell me, ‘Oh, you’re so old.’ I think it’s possible, depends on company, my position.  I 
could be discriminated based on age.

Andy, Yumiko’s husband, also felt:

In Japan, women are still inferior compared to men.  Women are still not treated equally 
as men especially in the workforce…What I feel sorry for is when a woman goes back to 
the workforce at a certain age, nobody wants to hire them.  It seems to me like you have 
to hit certain benchmarks by a certain age or the boat leaves without you.


Given the far more abundant opportunities for women in the workforce in the United States, it stands to reason that female Japanese immigrants living in the U.S. are far more likely to achieve career satisfaction and therefore their overall life satisfaction would be greater than it would have been had they remained in Japan.  The involvement of husbands and fathers in family life in the U.S. compared to Japan also adds to these women’s satisfaction with life in the United States.  For the mothers in my study, the fact that their husbands share the burdens of parenthood contributes to their feelings of freedom and opportunity.
Implications

For the women in my particular study, the challenges in adjustment to a new culture seem to have been greatly minimized due to an extensive social and cultural support system available to them in Los Angeles.  Therefore, there needs to be a great effort amongst all who come into contact with Japanese immigrants – teachers, school counselors, parent-teacher associations, mental health professionals, pastors, employers, etc. – to help recent migrant women make connections to fellow Japanese immigrants or to others in their community who are familiar with Japanese culture, language, and cultural practices, and can provide support.  These resources are essential to making the transition to a different culture a smoother one and to make their experience more positive.


 The information provided by my study can also contribute greatly to the fields of mental health and education in its ability to provide deeper cultural understanding for the practitioners working with this population.  For mental health practitioners it can give insight into the experiences and behavior of Japanese immigrant patients.  It should be understood that while for the participants in my study, their newly acquired freedom of expression and opportunities in education and employment were seen as positive, this may not always be the case.  Rather, for some Japanese women not accustomed to expressing their own opinions or having so many options available to them, this could be a great source of stress.  For teachers and educational personnel who work with children and families of first-generation Japanese descent, it can give insight into cultural struggles such families might be facing.  

In addition, for Japanese employers of Japanese women in the United States, the new- found freedom of these women could have profound effects.  As they become accustomed to the freedoms and opportunities available in the United States, they may have more expectations (and even make more demands) in the workplace than their Japanese employers are accustomed to.  The employers may have to adjust to American culture as well.  

Recommendations


My study was limited to five Japanese immigrant women who are friends with or married to alumni of the Japan Exchange and Teaching Program.   Given that alumni of this program have familiarity with Japanese language and culture as well as working and living conditions in Japan, they provide an invaluable system of support and understanding to these women living in a foreign land.  Therefore, the experience of these women may differ significantly from women who do not have such a network of friendship and support.  In addition, all of the women in my study managed to develop a good command of the English language which undoubtedly made their transition and adjustment to a new culture easier.  Japanese immigrants who are not able to develop such practical English skills and therefore negotiate this foreign language and culture may have many more adjustment difficulties.  Furthermore, because my study was conducted in the large, multiethnic city of Los Angeles, California, the participants had access to Japanese resources not available outside large metropolitan areas.  The ability to socialize with Japanese people, eat Japanese food, and attend Japanese cultural events while living in a foreign country can change one’s experience entirely. Therefore, my recommendations for future research in the field of Japanese female immigrants would be to expand my study to include women outside of large, multiethnic cities who do not have an extensive social and cultural support system and who may or may not have yet developed a strong command of the English language.  Including these subgroups will provide a better understanding of the overall experience of female Japanese immigrants living in the United States.
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