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This research addressed a gap in research on communication in multicultural workplaces in Japan. A
corpus of Japanese discourse from 10 workplaces was created, results were presented at conferences
and published in books and journals, and will be available on a website for access by the public.

The aims of this project were to: 1) examine how workers from different
cultural backgrounds interact in Japanese workplaces; 2) reveal problems that can occur during such
interactions; and 3) provide practical solutions to aid workers in overcoming such problems.
However, the Covid-19 pandemic made progress on the project difficult, which forced some changes to
the original research plan. For example, instead of offering direct solutions to communication
problems found in the workplace, it was decided to analyse discourse from a variety of workplace

contexts that would enhance employees® understanding of the nature of workplace interactions and
help resolve any communication problems that may arise.

sociolinguistics, pragmatics

multi-cultural workplace communication



According to a Japanese Ministry of Justice report, at the end of 2017, there were 2,561,848
foreign residents in Japan. By April 2024, this number had increased to 3,410,992 people,
partly as a result of efforts by the Japanese government to attract tens of thousands more
foreign workers to address looming labor shortages due to the rapidly aging Japanese
population. Despite the significant practical effects such a large increase in people from
different cultural and linguistic backgrounds would assumedly have on interactional
behavior and inter-personal relationships in existing workplaces, at the time the present
study was first proposed, little research had been carried out this topic. Thus, it was not at
all clear what kind of practical support (e.g. language education, intercultural communicative
training, etc.) might be needed to ensure the smooth integration of foreign workers into local
workplaces.

The aims of the research project were two-fold: a) to address the significant gap in research
on communicative behavior in multicultural workplaces in Japan; and b) to provide practical,
research-based solutions to potential communication-related problems that might arise
among staff employed in such multicultural workplaces. More specifically, three key research
questions were established that would attempted to be addressed by the study:

(1) What linguistic strategies are employed by Japanese and foreign workers as they
attempt to negotiate referential and relational meanings in their workplace
interactions?

(2) What cross-cultural communicative/interactive problems/issues arise in interactions
among staff working in multicultural contexts in Japanese workplaces?

(3) What possible solutions or preventative measures could be developed in order to
overcome such problems/issues?

Data for this research project was collected in the form of questionnaire surveys, recordings
of authentic workplace interactions, focus group discussions and follow-up interviews.

In order to maintain ethical standards and the anonymity of participants, the following
measures were taken:

(1) All participants were provided with information on the nature of the research, and it
was made clear that their participation in the study was voluntary.

(2) Participants were also asked to sign consent forms prior to the data being collected, and
were informed that their participation in the study could be halted at any time before
the publication of results from the research.

(3) Participants’ anonymity was ensured through the concealment of all information that
could be used to identify individual participants, including their names and the names
of the organizations in which they worked.

(4) All interactional data that was collected was kept in a secure location, and access to the
data was limited to the key members of the research project

Unfortunately, the arrival of the Covid-19 pandemic at the end of 2019 meant that progress
on this research project became severely hampered due to access to workplaces to gather
interactional data becoming highly restricted, and planned attendances at overseas
conferences becoming impossible due to travel restrictions coming into place. Consequently,
some of the project’s initial aims became difficult to achieve. Nevertheless, despite the
difficulties faced, the following results were achieved by the five participating members in
this research project:



(1) A corpus of interactional data and interviews with employees (including both
international workers and their direct supervisors and/or superiors) working in multiple
cultural environments was collected from a total of 10 different Japanese workplaces.

(2) During the five-year period that the kakenhi funded research project was carried out,
the five key members of the research team made public the results of their research in
both domestic and international venues and in a wide variety of formats such as the
following.

A total of 20 publications were produced in Japanese (10) and in English (10).

Those publications included books (5), and book chapters and journal articles (15),
10 of which involved international collaboration with researchers overseas.

Results of the project were presented in the form of 35 academic presentations given
at both domestic conferences (13) and international conferences (22).

(3) A roundtable session entitled

— — was held at
Kansai University in Dec. 2022 at which project team members presented findings of
their research being carried out under the project.
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An international conference entitled “Capturing
the Reality of the Workplace” ( “Capturing the Reality
of the Workplace” | (ryukoku.ac.jp) was
organized by project members and held at Ryukoku University in Kyoto in Feb. 2024.
Internationally renowned professor of sociolinguistics and specialist in workplace
discourse, Professor Meredith Marra, was invited to be the plenary speaker.

As a result of Professor Marra’s visit, international links and possibilities for further
future cooperation were strengthened with the “New Zealand Language in the
Workplace Project” (https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/lals/centres-and-institutes/language-in-the-
workplace). Professor Marra is the current Director of this world-renowned project that
is being carried out by a team of researchers who have been collecting recordings of New
Zealand workplace interactions over the past 30 years.

A website is currently under construction that will offer public access to the main
findings of the project.
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