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  Abstract 
This study aimed to investigate the relationship between cultural similarity and 
intercultural adaptation. Six types of cultural distances were calculated based on 
combinations of self-evaluation, Japanese-evaluation, host people-evaluation by 
international students in Japan, self-evaluation and Japanese evaluation by Japa-
nese students concerning individualism-collectivism, and high/low context com-
munication using questionnaire surveys. Eighty-six international students studying 
at three national universities in Japan and 188 Japanese students who belonged to 
one of the universities participated in the study. Cultural distances that used both 
subjective evaluations by guests and objective evaluations by hosts were more sen-
sitive to adaptation. It was found that not only similarity in general but also a sur-
plus of high context was partially related to better adaptation suggesting that some 
cultural values had the advantage for adaptation. High-context showed the biggest 
effect on adaptation. If indirect expressions in Japanese are understood fully, and 
then used to exchange perspectives and mutual understanding, they can serve as a 
key factor in facilitating the adaptation process of international students. 
 
Keywords 
International students, Intercultural adaptation, Cultural distances, Individual-
ism-collectivism, High/low context communication 

1. Introduction 
As of May 1, 2020, there were 279,597 international students studying in Japan (Japan Student Services Organization, 

2021). Although this figure was reduced by 10.4% due to the worldwide spread of COVID-19, the number of interna-
tional students increased between 2012 and 2019. As issues regarding international students in Japan have shifted from 
quantitative to qualitative in recent years, more people are paying attention to such students’ intercultural adaptation. 

Intercultural adaptation is a phenomenon that is closely related to the socio-cultural conditions of the place concerned. 
The results of adaptation research conducted in Japan, however, are not consistent with those of European authors such 
as Heikinheimo and Shute (1986) and Cox (1988), which have suggested that language proficiency correlates positively 
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with adaptation. For example, Iwao and Hagiwara (1987) reported that international students with high Japanese profi-
ciency tend to be less satisfied than other students. They explained this by proposing that such students may be disap-
pointed by being treated like foreign elements of society (as guests) despite being able to communicate in fluent Japa-
nese with Japanese people. Tsai (1995) mentioned that foreigners in Japan who are fluent in Japanese do not always 
have a positive attitude towards Japan. The difficulties they face networking with Japanese people acts as an interper-
sonal barrier; they have fewer opportunities to communicate with hosts (i.e., Japanese people). As another example, 
Tanaka, Takai, Kohyama, and Fujihara (1994) found that there are two types of international students in Japan: one type 
adapts well if their Japanese language proficiency is high and the other type does not. Students who have high affinity 
and self-control do not tend to adapt well, regardless of their Japanese fluency. The researchers inferred that Japanese 
hosts have negative impressions of international students when they are not able to mingle with the Japanese, although 
they are friendly or when their self-esteem is hurt. International students in Japan regret that it is difficult for them to 
create good relationships with Japanese people. This indicates that in Japanese society and culture, there is a factor that 
promotes interpersonal relationships in addition to the Japanese language, and that this acts as a barrier for foreigners 
attempting to communicate with Japanese people. 

1.1. Intercultural Adaptation of International Students in Japan and Collectivism of the Japanese 
What makes it difficult to create interpersonal relationships with Japanese people? Research on international students 

in Japan indicates that collectivism and indirectness, which are known as Japanese characteristics, are obstacles in 
creating relationships. Early descriptions of Japanese collectivism were provided by the psychiatrist Doi (1971) and 
sociologist Nakane (1967). Benedict (1946) also wrote about Japanese people’s characteristics and uniqueness, includ-
ing respect for groups and harmony. Further, Emura (1993) stated that many international students in Japan have diffi-
culty due to “Japanese people’s group-orientation and closedness, and interpersonal problems accompanied by them.” 
Emura (1995) pointed out six areas of adaptation issues and asked international students to write about, what presents 
the greatest challenge for international students. Many of them replied that “due to Japanese people’s high group con-
sciousness, it is difficult to join their group” in the “cultural environmental area.” Osako, Watanabe, and Albarracin 
(1976) examined factors that are difficult for international students from Asia to understand among Japanese customs 
and found that “Japanese group behavior” was particularly difficult to understand. Uehara (1988) indicated that interna-
tional students in Japan face trouble because of Japanese people’s group orientation. Other researchers such as Tanaka 
(1991) and Tanaka and Fujihara (1992) also found that Japanese people’s group orientation makes it difficult for inter-
national students in Japan to create and maintain interpersonal relationships. 

Many comparative cultural studies have focused on individualism and collectivism. Although Japan is more collecti-
vistic than the West, the country is located around the middle of a scale of evaluation in the world ranking (e.g., Trian-
dis, 1995; Hofstede, 1991). In general, little research has been conducted on the relationship between intercultural 
adaptation and individualism-collectivism. Schmitz (1994) mentioned that one adapts well if their home and host cul-
ture’s type of individualism-collectivism are similar. He states that collectivists who go to individualistic cultures have 
more difficulty in adaptation than individualists who do so, and vice versa. Ulaszek (1990) examined the stress percep-
tion of international students at Illinois University and concluded that students from collectivistic cultures had more 
difficulty making friends than those from individualistic cultures. In Japan, many reports have highlighted the difficul-
ties sojourners face due to Japanese collectivism, but no research has yet directly measured the relationship between 
collectivism and adaptation. 

1.2. Adaptation of International Students in Japan, and Japanese Indirectness and High-context Cul-
ture 

When one finds it difficult to communicate with others in a collectivistic country, adjustments can be made. However, 
research on international students and foreigners in Japan often points out that indirectness makes it difficult for them to 
communicate with Japanese people. Sano (1988) mentioned that Japanese communication, in which “yes” and “no” are 
vague, is very difficult for people from different cultures to understand and tends to confuse them. He says that indi-
rectness is effective in Japanese culture, in which people use silence in a unique manner, understand other people’s 
feelings, and avoid clear expressions. However, people from different cultures find this difficult to understand. Tanaka 
and Fujihara (1992) reported that international students in Japan find that “indirect expressions” are the most difficult to 
understand among Japanese interpersonal behaviors. Similarly, when Osako et al. (1976) asked Asian students what 
kinds of Japanese customs are difficult to understand, the largest number of students replied with “indirect expressions.” 
As another example, Uehara (1992) found that the most difficult issue faced by international students in Japan was Jap-
anese people’s indirectness. Emura (1993) also reported that many international students found it difficult to deal with 
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Japanese people’s indirect expressions. In his subsequent research, he asked them what makes them the most perplexed 
in Japan, and many of them wrote that “indirect expressions make them feel annoyed” in cultural environmental areas 
(Emura, 1995). Additionally, Moyer (1987) conducted research on the stress conditions of international students in Ja-
pan and found that ambiguity is a major cause of stress due to the indirect expressions of Japanese people. 

Regarding the directness and indirectness of expressions, Hall (1976) divided cultural differences in communication 
such as language and behavior into two groups: low-context culture, which depends highly on language information, 
and high-context culture, which depends highly on information surrounding language. Numerous studies of comparative 
cultures have been conducted, and Japan is regarded as belonging to a relatively high-context culture (Hall, 1976; Gu-
dykunst & Ting-Toomey, 1988). However, little research has been conducted on the relationship between intercultural 
adaptation and high-context cultures. For instance, Oguri and Gudykunst (2002) hypothesized that socio-cultural adap-
tation will be promoted if a guest (i.e., a sojourner) uses the same communication style used by the hosts. They cited the 
use of a direct communication style typically used in the U.S. as a form of intercultural adaptation. Although difficulty 
in communicating in high-context cultures has been reported, no empirical research has examined high-context cultures 
and adaptation. 

1.3. Cultural Similarity and Adaptation 
Research on cultural similarity and adaptation typically examines experiences based on places of origin. Church 

(1982) created a list of variables used in research on intercultural adaptation, including nationality in addition to age, 
educational standards, position, language proficiency, and experiences staying in different cultures. Babiker, Cox, and 
Miller (1980), however, suggested measuring cultural distance because using nationalities does not fully reflect charac-
teristics. Furnham and Bochner (1982) showed that geographical distance is related to the intercultural adaptation of 
international students in the UK due to differences in “intercultural distance.” Considering similarities in religion, lan-
guage, and climate, they divided students into three cultural distance groups: the near-distance group including those 
from North America, the middle-distance group including those from South Europe, and the far-distance group includ-
ing those from the East. Finally, they found that the far-distance group experienced more social difficulties. However, 
this did not measure similarity but only classified impressions and conventional wisdom; it suggested cultural distance 
as an “explanatory concept,” which is an example of the interpretation of places of origin. 

Other researchers have referred to cultural similarities; for example, Triandis (1995) cited the “near-distance advan-
tage theory,” which proposes that it is difficult to adapt if the cultural distance between two societies is large. Further, 
Tanaka (2000) explained that international students in Japan from Southeast and South Asia have less difficulty regard-
ing indirectness because of their close cultural distance from Japan. Landis and Brislin (1983) understood that Ameri-
cans living outside of the US adapt better in Europe than in Africa because it is easier for people from similar cultures 
to adapt than those from different cultures. David (1971) considered that culture shock is related to the degree of cultur-
al closeness and concluded that Americans adapt well in Australia. 

In recent years, research has been done on the relationship between international students and cultural distance. For 
example, Iskhakova, Bradly, Whiting, and Lu (2021) found that study abroad program destinations with similar cultures 
to the students’ home cultures foster a higher increase in developing students’ cultural intelligence (CQ). Thus, they 
suggest that when planning short-term study abroad programs, higher education institutions consider going to a cultu-
rally close destination to develop CQ faster. English, Zhang, and Tong (2021) explained that when the cultural distance 
between home and host cultures was lower, “social support may play a stronger positive role in enhancing psychologi-
cal well-being (p. 355).” In addition, Xiao, Yang, and Bernardo (2019) found that international students who had had a 
greater endorsement of polyculturalism and had come from less culturally distant societies adapted better to the host 
culture than those who come from more culturally distant ones. The studies above indicate that close cultural distance 
influences international students’ learning at higher education institutions. 

Although few studies have directly measured cultural similarity, in an old study, Morris (1960) asked international 
students in the United States about their feelings of subjective differences. The results showed that students who did not 
feel very different from Americans had more positive feelings and satisfaction than those who felt more different. 

Babiker et al. (1980) attempted to measure cultural distance by asking new international university students in the 
UK to evaluate the similarities between the UK and their home countries on a total of thirty-seven items in nine catego-
ries (climate, clothes, language, food, religion, material wealth, leisure, family structure and life, and courtship and 
marriage) using a 3-point scale. They used this as a scale to measure cultural distance and found that it was related to 
students’ degree of anxiety and the number of doctor visits at medical and health centers on campus. Furukawa (1997) 
developed a Japanese version of this scale and applied it to Japanese students going abroad to study. He found that they 
had more psychological difficulties when the cultural distance between their host countries and Japan was large; the 
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“food difference” especially had the largest impact. While this study aims to focus on negative aspects such as mala-
daptation, Searle and Ward (1990) and Ward and Kennedy (1992, 1993a, 1993b) conducted research on wide-range 
adaptation in two areas—psychological and socio-cultural adaptation—using the same cultural distance scales as Ba-
biker et al. (1980). A relationship between cultural distance and socio-cultural adaptation was identified in research on 
Malaysian and Singaporean students in New Zealand (Searle & Ward, 1990), international high school students in New 
Zealand (Ward & Kennedy, 1993a), and Malaysian and Singaporean students in New Zealand and Malaysian students 
in Singapore (Ward & Kennedy, 1993b). Their scales were advantageous because they enable researchers to measure 
individuals in detail, but they do not consider psychological variables such as cultural differences in behavioral styles, 
as they mainly evaluate external environments such as geographical and social conditions. 

Among studies on cultural similarities of psychological dimensions, Redmond (2000) deals with international stu-
dents in the US. However, Redmond does not examine the relationship between cultural similarity and intercultural 
adaptation, but the amount of stress and stress coping, and cultural differences in terms of intercultural competence. The 
calculation grounds for cultural differences are Hofstede (1980, 1983) and Hofstede and Bond (1984). In this 
well-known survey conducted on the employees of IBM in each of its branches in fifty-three countries and regions, four 
scores of values related to work were reported. Redmond measured cultural distances between the US and international 
students’ home countries and divided them into near-distance and far-distance groups. Especially for “uncertainty 
avoidance” and “manliness” in the near-distance group and “authority gap” and “masculinity” in the far-distance group, 
intercultural competence was a significant factor that predicted the amount of stress. While the contrast between the two 
groups is interesting, more careful examination is needed because it does not reflect the problems and values of con-
temporary international students and does not measure individuals, rather, it measures the scores of groups and assigns 
them according to their places of origin. 

It seems that there are five issues to be addressed in research on cultural similarities. First, few studies have measured 
cultural distance, though many tried to examine nationality and geographical conditions; less empirical research has 
been conducted compared to references as an explanatory concept. Second, many studies tend to regard groups in the 
same light as individuals, and thus few have measured individuals. In his study on individualism and collectivism, Tri-
andis (1995) mentioned that some people behave in a style that is different from the typical style of their countries eve-
rywhere in the world. This might be because it is difficult to define the representative style of the country as it is multi-
cultural, so individuals should be measured rather than groups. Third, cultural distances have been measured less fre-
quently with regards to psychological variables, social and geographical conditions, and life environments. Culture as a 
psychological variable, developed in comparative cultural studies, has not been fully applied to studies on adaptation. 
When measuring cultural characteristics, aspects that strongly influence intercultural adaptation should be selected. 
Fourth, it is problematic to only measure guests (i.e., international students). As many researchers tend to discuss inter-
cultural adaptation based only on guests’ data, it is difficult to separate issues particular to guests themselves; thus, it is 
necessary to add host information in the study of international students (Church, 1982). In this study, we attempted to 
investigate the data objectively by comparing them with those of hosts. Fifth, there are many combinations of places of 
origin and living/studying that has not yet been examined. So far, theories have been developed based on information 
from places in which there were many cases, but in the future, it is necessary to distinguish the general theory of inter-
cultural adaptation and adaptation variation of individual societies. 

This study aims to investigate the relationship between cultural distance and intercultural adaptation by measuring the 
cultural distances of international students in Japan regarding collectivism-individualism and high/low contexts. Cultur-
al distances are measured by multiple points of view, combining situations and companions because people experience 
differences when communicating with others. First, international students themselves were asked to self-evaluate re-
garding collectivism-individualism and high/low context. Next, they were asked to rate Japanese people around them 
and people in their home countries to measure regional differences among international students by asking them to 
compare themselves with people in their native countries. If the two were compared, a standard could be set regarding 
where to locate them in their homes. To make a comparison, the same questionnaire items were given to Japanese stu-
dents, and they were asked about self-rating and Japanese people’s ratings. If the self-ratings of international students 
and Japanese students are compared, the differences between the two self-recognitions can be calculated. In addition, if 
Japanese people’s ratings made by both Japanese and international students are compared, differences in the views of 
Japanese people are reflected. As communication behaviors might change depending on whether their companions are 
people in their native countries or in Japan, international students are asked the two questions separately. Thus, as an 
index of cultural similarity, differences between several kinds of scores, not individual grades, are used to detect “dis-
tances.” Following the method used by Tanaka, Takai, Kohyama, and Fujihara (1994), we tried to measure intercultural 
adaptation as a psychological phenomenon in the forms of adaptation inventory covering plural dimensions. 
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2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

Eighty-six international students studying at three Japanese national universities were invited to participate in the 
study. The universities are located in different areas of Japan and are either medium- or large-sized universities. Of the 
total, 42 of the international respondents (48.3%) were male, 32 (36.8%) were female, and 12 were unidentified. A total 
of 155 questionnaires were distributed, and 88 students answered them (response rate: 56.8%). Because two of the par-
ticipants had many missing values, they were removed from the analysis. The average age was 28.0 years (SD=4.68). 

Japanese students who belonged to one of the three national universities were also invited to participate in the study. 
A total of 265 questionnaires were distributed, and 188 were collected (response rate: 70.9%). Of the Japanese students, 
55 were male (29.3%), 115 were female (61.2%), and 18 were unidentified. The average age was 20.0 years (SD=2.49). 
The study was conducted between January and February of 2003. 

2.2. Procedure 

When the request was made directly from the authors, the questionnaires were handed to the international students 
while we were explaining the purpose of the study and privacy protection, and the answers were collected the same day 
or later. When the request was made by our acquaintances, an explanation letter written by the authors was given to 
them. Both the Japanese and English versions of the questionnaires were selected. The questionnaires were handed to 
Japanese students during university lectures or club meetings while explaining the study, and the answers were col-
lected later. Sweets were provided to the participants as a token of gratitude. 

2.3. Question Items 

The questionnaires consisted of the following four parts: (1) degree of individualistic and collectivistic values, (2) 
degree of high/low-context communication, (3) conditions of intercultural adaptation, and (4) face items. Appendix 
shows (1) and (2) of the international students’ versions. Regarding (3) and (4), questions for international students 
were prepared, and then Japanese students were asked almost the same questions after some adjustments were made. 
Based on the Japanese students’ responses, a final version of the international student’s questionnaire was developed. 
For more information regarding the questionnaire development process and the analysis of Japanese students’ answers, 
see Shimoda and Tanaka (2003, 2006). In this paper, the international students’ answers were reported, comparing those 
of Japanese students (1) and (2). 

2.3.1 Individualism–Collectivism 
The 32 items shown in INDCOL (Triandis, 1995) in English and its Japanese translation (Triandis, 2002) were used 

because they are known to have high perfection. A 9-point-scale from “1= Strongly disagree” to “9= Strongly agree” 
was employed. Although it was originally a self-evaluation scale, in this study, international students were asked, “To 
what extent/level do you agree” (self-evaluation), “To what extent do you think Japanese people around you agree” 
(Japanese people’s evaluation), and “To what extent do you think people in your country agree” (evaluation by people 
in the student’s country). Japanese students were also asked about self-evaluations and Japanese people’s evaluations. 
Small adjustments were made in the international student’s questionnaire; for example, “Japanese people around you” 
was used for international students and “people around you” for Japanese students. To lighten the burden imposed on 
international students when answering the questionnaires, the Japanese student survey was conducted first, and a total 
of 20 items were then used for international students based on the results of the self-evaluation: two items each with 
high factor burden from five collectivism factors and two items each from five individualist factors. High scores indi-
cate a tendency towards individualism or collectivism. 

2.3.2 High/Low Context 
All 80 items of the High-Low Context Communication Style Scale (Gudykunst, Matsumoto, Ting-Toomey, Nishida, 

Kim & Heyman, 1996) in English were used for the study. A 7-point-scale from “1= Strongly disagree” to “7= Strongly 
agree” was employed. The Japanese version was created by an English teacher, a Japanese interpreter, and a translator 
through a back-translation process. Although the instrument was originally developed as a self-evaluation scale, in this 
study, regarding self-evaluation, international students were asked about not only “To what extent do you agree” but 
also “To what extent do you agree when you communicate with Japanese people” (self-evaluation when communicating 
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with Japanese people) and “To what extent do you agree when you communicate with people in your country” 
(self-evaluation when communicating with people in the student’s country). Japanese students were asked about both 
self-evaluation and Japanese people’s evaluation, after adjusting the expressions such as from “Japanese people” to 
“people around you.” To lighten the burden imposed on international students when answering the questionnaires, the 
Japanese student survey was conducted first, and then a total of 15 items were used for the international students’ 
shortened version based on the results of the Japanese students’ self-evaluation: three items each with high factor bur-
den from three high-context factors and two items each from five low-context factors. High scores indicate a tendency 
towards individualism or collectivism. 

2.3.3 Cultural Adaptation 
The questionnaire for international students consisted of the following sections: personal relations, international con-

tact, and maladjustment. It was made by combining related items such as “maladjustment,” “sense of isolation,” “inter-
national understanding,” and “stress” used in Tanaka’s adaptation scale (Tanaka, 2000) (both English and Japanese) and 
“socio-cultural adaptation” used in Ward and Kennedy (1999) (English). The Japanese translation of “socio-cultural 
adaptation” was conducted by the same three professionals as in scale (2) through a back-translation process. A high 
score indicates that the participants adapt well. 

2.3.4 Demographic Questions 
International students were asked to provide their sex (male/female), age (X years old), birthplace (East Asia, South-

east Asia/South Asia, Western Europe/Eastern Europe/Russia, South and Central America, Middle East/Africa, Aus-
tralia/New Zealand/South Pacific area, Canada/North America), and their length of stay in Japan (less than one year, 
one to two years, two to three years, or more than three years). To determine their Japanese proficiency, items related to 
daily life shown in Iwao and Hagiwara (1988) were used, and they were asked whether they could engage in the fol-
lowing activities in Japanese: shopping, conversations with friends, making a phone call, discussions in class, under-
standing Japanese lectures, understanding news, reading newspapers, writing letters, and writing academic reports. Re-
garding the frequency of their communication with foreigners, they were asked, “do you often spend time with interna-
tional friends on and off campus?” They were also asked whether they had a close Japanese friend. An analysis of in-
ternational students’ cultural distance and attributions was reported by Shimoda and Tanaka (2004). 

2.4. Analysis Method 

2.4.1 Calculation of Cultural Distance 
By combining evaluation scores, the following six types of cultural distance were set (see Chart 1): 1) collective cul-

tural distance, 2) cultural distance in Japan, 3) cultural distance in the international students’ home country, 4) inter-
group cultural distance, 5) evaluative cultural distance, and 6) intrapersonal cultural distance. Intrapersonal distance was 
only set for high/low context. 

2.4.2 Classification of international students based on cultural distance 
Groups of cultural distance were classified (see Chart 2) referring to Redmond (2000), who divided international 

students into near-distance and far-distance groups according to American average scores. He set a near-distance group 
in a position that allows it to have two areas of the same size both above and below it. Except for the near-distance 
group, out of the remaining two parts (plus and minus), he named the part with a greater degree the far-distance group 
for analysis. What was left was then excluded from the analysis. In this study, revisions were made to add plus-minus 
directions to far-near distances. First, two groups (plus and minus) were divided using 0 points of cultural distance as a 
standard, then the bigger part was divided into three parts equally (three ‘n’s indicated in Chart 2), with another ‘n’ also 
located on the other side (i.e., the smaller part). The two parts, both above and below point zero, are named the Near 
group (N Group). The remaining two parts are called the plus-far and minus-far groups. Analysis was performed among 
the three groups (N, PF, and MF), but as there was a group with less than 10 people, two groups were analyzed after 
excluding it. 
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 Japanese students International students   

 

 

CS               

Measurement items 

Average of 

self-evaluation 

Average of 

Japanese  

people 

Evaluation of 

Japanese 

Self-evaluation Evaluation 

by people in 

their home 

countries 

 

 

 

Meanings of distance 

 Japanese 

partner 

Partner from 

their home 

countries 

  

(1)       I-C 

Collective CS    H-L 

 

        Self-evaluation 
difference between 
the international 
students and Japanese 
students 

(2)               I-C 

Within-Japan CS   H-L 

       Difference from 
Japanese people 
around them 
perceived by 
international students 

(3)                    

I-C 

Within-home-country CS 

H-L 

       Difference from 
people in their home 
country perceived by 
international students 

(4)               I-C 

Intergroup CS     H-L 

       Difference between 
Japanese people and 
people in their home 
countries from the 
international student’s 
perspective 

(5)               I-C 

Evaluative CS     H-L 

       The difference 
between the 
international student’s 
perspective on 
Japanese people and 
that of Japanese 
students’ 

(6)                 

I-C 

Intrapersonal CS    H-L 

       The difference of 
attitudes by the 
international student 
depending on whether 
their partner is 
Japanese or a person 
from his/her home 
country 

Chart 1. Calculation method of cultural distances. 

Note 1) “I-C” indicates individualism-collectivism and “H-L” indicates high/low context. “CS” indicates “cultural distance.” 
Note 2) Each cultural distance is defined as a score that subtracts the endpoint score from the starting one. If the score is a positive number, the start-
ing point score is higher and the starting point has a stronger tendency. If the score is negative, the starting point score is smaller, and the starting 
point has a weaker tendency. If the absolute value is close to zero, the starting and endpoints are similar to each other. 
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To classify the near-distance and far-distance groups, the scores of international students’ home countries were com-

pared with those of the U.S. When point zero is marked, 2n+n>n+m is formed. The positive or negative edge, which is 
lower than the other, is excluded. The chart above shows an example in which the negative edge is excluded. 

 
After dividing the parts into positive and negative directions, we divided the larger side into three parts, which led to 

3n>n+m. The chart above shows an example that divides the positive side into three parts when the positive side is 
larger than the negative side. On the contrary, when the negative side is larger, it is divided into three parts; then the part 
that is as large as 2n is set as the minus-far group. 

Chart 2. Group classification regarding cultural distance. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Summary of International Students 

Among the 86 international students, 43 were from East Asia (50.0%), 28 were from Southeast and South Asia 
(32.6%), three were from Western/Eastern Europe and Russia, one was from Central and South America (1.2%), two 
were from the Middle-East and Africa (2.3%), one was from Australia/New Zealand/Pacific Islands (1.2%), four were 
from North America (2.7%), and four were unknown. Regarding the respondents’ lengths of stay in Japan, 21 students 
had been in Japan for less than 1 year (24.4%), 18 for 1 to 2 years (20.9%), 17 for 2 to 3 years (19.8%), 27 for more 
than 3 years (31.4%), and three had been in Japan for an unidentified amount of time. Among the nine activity items, 
one student answered that they could engage in 0 to 1 activities in Japanese (1.2%), six answered one activity (7.0%), 
six answered two activities (7.0%), two answered three activities (2.3%), 12 answered four activities (14.0%), nine 
answered five activities (10.5%), seven answered six activities (8.1%), eight answered seven activities (9.3%), 10 ans-
wered eight activities (11.6%), and 24 answered nine activities (27.9%). The most frequently used language in Japan 
was Japanese for 38 respondents (44.2%), English for 18 respondents (20.9%), Chinese for 16 respondents (18.6%), and 
another language for three respondents (Thai/Laotian 1, Malay 1, and Bangladesh 1) (3.5%), 11 used an unidentified 
language. Regarding whether respondents had close Japanese friend(s), 55 responded “yes” (64.0%), 30 responded “no” 
(34.9%), and the answer was unknown for one respondent. The frequency of their contact with foreigners on campus 
was “often” for 51 respondents (59.3%), “not very often” for 34 (39.5%), and unknown for one. The frequency of their 
contact with foreigners off-campus was “often” for 41 respondents (47.7%), “not very often” for 51 (51.2%), and un-
known for one. 

3.2. Classification of Adaptation Items of International Students 

To summarize adaptation conditions, cluster analysis was conducted with Ward’s method using the standardized Z 
scores for each of the adaptation-rating items (see Chart 3). The following three clusters were identified: (1) “interper-
sonal and psychological adaptation,” which indicates interpersonal adaptation and health in mind and body, such as 
difficulty and comfort in communication, (2) “cultural adaptation” of language and culture, which indicates difficulty in 
understanding Japanese culture and communicating with people from different backgrounds, and (3) “maladaptation 
symptoms,” which reflect exhaustion such as homesickness and anxiety. 

Items in the same enclosure/box belong to the same cluster. The two adjacent items at the arrows have a negative 
correlation, and the other two adjacent items have a positive correlation. 

3.3. Adaptation Differences among Cultural Distance Groups 

A t-test was conducted to investigate the relationship between the scores of the three clusters and cultural distance. 
We found a significant difference in the external adaptation of intergroup intercultural distance (H>L, t(83)=2.10, 
p<.05), external adaptation of low context (H < L, t(83)=-2.43, p<.05), and cultural understanding of low context (H<L, 
t(82)=-2.03, p<.05). Regarding interpersonal cultural distance, a significant difference was found in the external adapta-
tion of high context (H < L, t(83)=-2.60, p<.05) and cultural understanding (H<L, t(82)=-2.62, p<.05) and external 
adaptation of low context (H<L, t(83)=-2.59, p<.05), and cultural understanding (H<L, t(82)=-2.03, p<.05). There were 
no significant differences in subjective cultural distance between Japanese people and those from their home country 
and intergroup cultural distance. Regarding maladaptation symptoms, no significant difference was found for any of the 
distances. 

As it is difficult to identify various aspects of adaptation items in the summary of cluster information, differences in 
the cultural distance groups of each adaptation item were also examined. Thirty-nine significant main effects were ob-
served in individualism-collectivism and high/low-context items. 
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Chart 3. Cluster analysis of adaptation related items. 

Items in the same enclosure/box belong to the same cluster. The two adjacent items at the arrows have a negative correlation, and the 
other two adjacent items have a positive correlation. 



Tomoko Tanaka, Ai Takahama, Yukina Shimoda 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/er.2022.06.003 202 The Educational Review, USA 
 

4. Discussion 
In general, people often assume that if one culture is closely similar to another, then people from these two cultures 

will find it easy to adapt to each other’s cultures. However, our previous research on Japanese students showed that they 
adapt better with regard to interpersonal relationships and cultural codes when they have an excessive tendency of high 
context and collectivism, instead of the same level or less (Shimoda & Tanaka, 2003, 2006). If a person is more vir-
tuous—a value that is highly evaluated in Japanese society, compared with other cultures—this factor will be prove to 
be advantageous for the person’s adaptation into Japanese society. In other words, the results match the 
“Plus-far-distance advantageous theory” more than the “Near-distance advantageous theory.” Then, was the 
“Near-distance advantageous theory” confirmed in the current study, which includes participants from diverse places of 
origin? First, in the adaptation cluster, significant differences were noted for two cultural distances in a high context: 
self-evaluation difference between international students and hosts, and Japanese people’s evaluation difference be-
tween international students and hosts. Although they are calculated based on comparison with hosts, the other four 
distances are based only on evaluation by guests. Therefore, to consider intercultural adaptation, objectivity must be 
included by comparing with guests and hosts, rather than simply measuring distance, which subjectively comprised only 
guests. 

A significant difference noted was the “Near-distance advantage” in “Collective cultural distance.” When the degree 
of high-context culture is similar to that of a Japanese student, both interpersonal/psychological adaptation and cultural 
adaptation are good. Another significant difference noted was related to the “Evaluative cultural distance” and it indi-
cated “Near-distance advantage” and “Far-distance advantage.” If an international student understands Japanese 
people’s degree of high context, similar to Japanese students, their interpersonal/psychological adaptation is good. If 
they excessively overestimate the degree, their cultural adaptation is better, compared to when they underestimate it. 
This finding indicates that sharing similar values and perspectives is beneficial for developing personal relationships. 
Additionally, if an international student excessively focuses on Japanese people’s indirectness, this is beneficial for their 
adaptation to Japanese culture, compared with the alternative scenario wherein they do not pay insufficient attention to 
Japanese people’s indirectness. The phenomenon wherein excess works better than similarity was also confirmed with 
Japanese students in this study. 

The study indicates the definitions of overestimation and underestimation, as well as similarity, by classifying the 
three groups. The cultural distances of Ward and Kennedy (1999) and Babiker et al. (1980) are evaluations of “similar-
ity” of external conditions, thus they do not expect scores that exceed the standards of the host culture. In Redmond’s 
(2020) definition of cultural similarity, although it is possible to transcend the host’s standards in both positive and neg-
ative directions, it cannot consider whether it is positive or negative while placing them together. However, in terms of 
internal culture, including values, a guest can have more characteristics than the hosts. The study indicates the possibil-
ity that this excessiveness works advantageously in adaptation. If an international student’s culture is similar to the 
host’s culture, this student will face less problems with adaptation in a negative sense, and will thus receive more bene-
fits in adaptation in a positive sense. 

In this study, “interpersonal/psychological adaptation” and “maladaptation symptom” are seemingly closely related 
with the “psychological adaptation” used by Ward and Kennedy (1999). Moreover, the “cultural adaptation” used in 
this study is identical to Ward and Kennedy’s “socio-cultural adaptation.” They reported that cultural distance created 
by calculation of external environments, such as climate and food, is closely related to socio-cultural distance. The in-
ternal cultural distance in the study influences both psychological peace and cultural intake, and it is thus estimated that 
the adaptation mechanism is widespread. 

Additionally, the aforementioned significant differences were noted in a high context, thereby indicating that this 
cultural characteristic is crucial for adaptation in Japan. If one fully understands Japanese people’s indirect expressions, 
and then uses these expressions to exchange perspectives and mutual understanding, it can serve as a key factor facili-
tating the international student’s adaptation. 

Next, closely observing the details of significant differences of each item shows that many of them confirm the 
“Near-distance advantageous theory,” although some indicate “Plus-far-distance advantage” and “Minus-far-distance 
advantage.” Significant differences were noted most often in high and low contexts in the next, and less often in indivi-
dualism and collectivism. In this regard, adaptation is more strongly related to communication than values, whether or 
not one thinks highly of an individual or group. In addition, it is more important in Japan to master the context than to 
directly express it. 
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Regarding low-context items, many results do not confirm the “Near-distance advantageous theory.” This must be 
clearly explained to overcome differences in intercultural exchange, but if the explanation deviates from the general 
Japanese standard, it might be difficult to evaluate. Barnlund (1989) highlighted that although language exchange in the 
U.S. facilitates interpersonal relationships, in Japan, people think highly of sharing the places and communica-
tion/sympathy that arises from sharing. If an international student communicates with Japanese people in a low-context 
style more than their expectations, Japanese people will develop negative impressions of the student (Tanaka, 1991). If 
a survey is conducted in Western culture, the results may indicate that similarity and excessiveness in a low context is 
important for international students’ adaptation. In Australia, social skills learning for sojourners, which includes lan-
guage practice to discuss differences, was successful (Baker et al., 2005). Participants of the training were from Western 
cultures, such as Canada and the U.S., thus they seem to share the same direct expression style, which enables them to 
realize the effect of the training. However, in training programs aimed to help international students in Japan develop 
intercultural social skills, the participants found it useful to practice trying to read indirect expressions (Tanaka & Na-
kashima, 2006). For example, successful host families in Japan tend to talk about problems more directly with guests 
than unsuccessful ones, whereas families that only persevere when problems occur were less satisfied (Fujino et al., 
1992). Using the direct communication method has been widely recommended based on Western values. However, it is 
necessary to reconsider whether the method is generally applicable to another culture and the socio-cultural context 
wherein the method is effective. Although it is necessary to explain in intercultural exchange, using indirect expressions 
works positively in Japan; this is known as the Japanese paradox. It is interesting to investigate how and why this para-
dox works in contrast to the ordinary expectations of the West. 

Concerning the six types of distances, (1), (2), and (4) seem to be basic patterns for measuring cultural similarities. In 
“(1) collective cultural distance,” which is compared with Japanese student’s average, ten significant differences were 
found, which was relatively high. In “(4) intergroup cultural distance,” which is a comparison of subjective evaluation 
of both countries, and “(2) within-Japan cultural distance,” which refers to a sense of separation from Japanese people, 
only two significant differences were found. This finding indicates that individual differences have more meanings than 
intergroup differences in adaptation and that comparison with hosts has higher detection sensitivity of adaptation, com-
pared with guests’ subjectivity. Based on the results, (1) is recommended as a method to reflect adaptation the most 
because it is a comparison of self-evaluation and hosts. However, it has a limitation because all the hosts participating in 
the study were from the same university. Japanese university participants were selected as the main communication 
partners of the international students, but the results may differ based on the selection of hosts. 

(1) is a difference from Japanese students, and if an international student’s degree of high context is similar to that of 
Japanese students, they find it easy to become accustomed to the communication and cultural rules of Japanese people. 
If international students have a higher degree of high context, they find it easy to understand the jokes. When the degree 
of collectivism is similar, international students will study Japanese well because they have more opportunities to prac-
tice Japanese by behaving in the same manner as Japanese people. (4) shows an intergroup contrast, and students from 
countries/areas with a similar degree of low context experience less stress about human relationships. Students who 
recognize high context culture more in Japan, compared to their home countries are good at communication. (2) indi-
cates differences from Japanese people, and students from countries/areas with similar degrees of high-context cultures 
tend to have the luxury of having good friends. If they use less low-context communication, they have fewer problems 
communicating with the opposite sex. The result with the opposite sex is exceptional because students adapt well when 
their standards are less than that of Japanese people; this may occur because relationships with the opposite sex are 
unique. 

“(5) Evaluative cultural distance” indicates similarity with the perspective of Japanese students, and because it re-
flects how much intergroup view they have acquired, it works as a standard that reflects the cultural understanding of 
international students. The number of significant differences was 12, and it was the highest among all. Moreover, 
self-cognition and cognition by hosts were related to adaptation. If international students recognize Japanese high con-
text culture and individualism as much as Japanese people, they can adapt well. In a survey conducted by Tsai (1995), 
which included participants who were subscribers of English newspapers, foreigners in Japan were disappointed by not 
being able to mingle with Japanese people. Half the study participants also answered that they often spend time with 
foreigners both on and off campus. Their ability or lack thereof to perceive Japanese people from an in-group perspec-
tive can serve as evidence to prove that they can reduce cultural distances, and can thus experience advantages if they 
pay close attention to group relationships. 

“(6) Interpersonal cultural distance” refers to a difference between Japanese people and people in the international 
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student’s country. Therefore, it is easy to guess that near-distance is advantageous if one does not have different atti-
tudes because their home culture is similar to that of the host. However, both Furnham and Bochner (1982) and Yashi-
ma and Tanaka (1996) have mentioned that learning intercultural social skills is an advantage for adaptation. If using 
different attitudes works in adaptation, the near-distance group will experience a disadvantage. In this study, two 
near-distance advantages were observed, thus this does not match the explanation that switching attitudes can help with 
adaptation. Nakashima and Tanaka (2005) stated that there are people who do and do not switch behaviors, but more 
investigation must be conducted with respect to adaptive value. 

“(3) Within-home-country cultural group” is unique because it refers to a difference between international students 
and people in their home countries, instead of those between international students and Japanese people. The results 
show that near distance poses a disadvantage and that increased difference with people in their countries will lead to 
improved adaptation in Japan. This phenomenon may occur because it is useful to have experiences communicating 
with people from different backgrounds in their homes as they can experience differences in Japan as well. 

Some study findings are indicative of cultural similarities, because previous research has simplified their effects. First, 
considering host data in distance measurement is suggested because adaptation sensitivity is high when considering 
cultural distances, including comparison with hosts. Second, individual values have more influence on adaptation, 
compared with the representative values of a group, thus individuals, and not groups, must be measured. Third, cultural 
similarities in the psychological dimension have wide-ranging influence, thus it is inferred that the processes of influ-
ence are more diverse than the similarity in external similarity. Fourth, although near-distance is regarded as advanta-
geous, according to the commonly accepted theory, if a person has characteristics that are highly regarded in the host 
culture, it can be useful in an adaptation strategy. Fifth, communication methods focused on indirectness, rather than 
directness, are related to adaptation in Japan more than differences in values. This is a key cultural aspect related to 
creating relationships in a host society, which seems to be a paradox because it does not match the intercultural contact 
strategy supported by the West. Understanding that intercultural adaptation is a process involving a dynamic interaction 
between guests and the host’s society is necessary, but not a phenomenon limited to guests. Future research on other 
related characteristics and/or other areas would clarify the guest’s adaptation mechanism in relation with the characte-
ristics of host societies. Numerous studies have focused on international students’ adaptation; however, research has yet 
to sufficiently examine this topic from the context of more countries or regions worldwide and thus distinguish the more 
culturally general and specific aspects. 

Moreover, the current study findings include implications that may be applicable in the field of intercultural educa-
tion. When providing intercultural education for international students, it seems effective to explain differences in val-
ues and pay attention to the communication gap, particularly focusing on communicating in the Japanese high context. 
Future research must focus on determining an effective method for adaptation in Japan, in addition to the direct com-
munication style recommended in the West. If Japanese values and attitudes disrupt intercultural understanding, Japa-
nese people (i.e., hosts) must also participate in a learning program, along with international students (i.e., guests). 

Regarding the current study limitations, conducting a detailed analysis was difficult because the number of partici-
pants was limited. Some Japanese universities do not require international students to have high-level Japanese profi-
ciency, thus it is difficult to conduct in-depth surveys in Japanese with international students in Japan. However, col-
lecting more responses would be useful for resolving the diverse problems related to international students from differ-
ent backgrounds. Although we used a short version for international students based on Japanese students’ versions in 
the study, there is some doubt as to whether it was applicable to international students from various countries. Addi-
tionally, considering collectivism as an example, the results may differ based on countries or language barriers, thus 
students from collectivistic countries cannot follow the styles used in Japanese collectivism. Addressing the behavioral 
and cognitive gaps (e.g., differences in values) that arise from interculturality is a difficult task. Increased efforts must 
be made to seek methods for resolving these problems. 
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Appendix: Question Items about Cultural Distance 
A. Items Regarding Individualism-Collectivism 
Individualism 

1. Winning is everything. 2. One should live one’s life independently of others. 3. What happens to me is my own 
doing. 4. It annoys me when other people perform better than I do. 5. It is important to me that I do my job better than 
others. 6. I enjoy working in situations involving competition with others. 7. Competition is the law of nature. 8. With-
out competition it is not possible to have a good society. 9. Some people emphasize winning; I am not one of them. (in-
vert scale) 10. When I succeed, it is usually because of my abilities. 

Collectivism 
1. My happiness depends very much on the happiness of those around me. 2. I would do what would please my fam-

ily, even if I detested that activity. 3. I usually sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of my group. 4. We should keep 
our aging parents with us at home. 5. If a relative were in financial difficulty, I would help within my means. 6. If a 
co-worker gets a prize, I would feel proud. 7. To me, pleasure is spending time with others. 8. I would sacrifice an ac-
tivity that I enjoy very much if my family did not approve of it. 9. Children should be taught to place duty before plea-
sure. 10. I feel good when I cooperate with others.  

B. Items Regarding High/Low Context 
High context: 1. I am evasive when I communicate with others. 2. I am ambiguous when I communicate with others. 

3. I am modest when I communicate with others. 4. I listen very carefully to people when they talk. 5. In interacting 
with superiors, I am always polite. 6. When I communicate, I am a very careful listener. 7. I do not like silences in con-
versations. (invert scale) 8. I feel comfortable with silences in conversations. 9. I feel comfortable with silences in con-
versations. 

Low context: 1. Usually I can read another person “like a book.”2. I use my feelings to determine how I should 
communicate. 3. I am very good at knowing the feelings other person are experiencing. 4. I verbally exaggerate to em-
phasize a point. 5. I exaggerate stories when I tell them. 6. I dramatize a lot when I communicate. 7. I openly show my 
disagreement with others. 8. When I disagree with a person in authority, I express my disagreement. 9. In arguments, I 
insist on very precise definitions. 10. I use my feelings to determine whether to trust another person. 11. I trust my feel-
ings to guide my behavior. 12. I use my feelings to determine how I should communicate. 13. I am able to recognize 
others’ subtle and indirect messages. 14. I catch on to what others mean even when they do not say it directly. 15. Even 
if I do not receive a clear and definite response from others, I can understand what they intended. 

Notes 
This paper was presented at the sixth conference of the Asian Association of Social Psychology at Wellington, New 

Zealand, in April 2005. 
 
 
 
 


