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What should multicultural communication
and leadership look like in the coming era

— especially in Japan?

Step 1: What Are Multicultural Communication and Leadership?

Multicultural communication and leadership refer to the frameworks and guiding
principles that enable people from different cultural backgrounds and value systems to
collaborate and maximize collective potential. It’s not just about “mutual
understanding” or “overcoming language barriers”—rather, it involves harnessing
diversity within organizations and society to create new value. In leadership, this means
respecting cultural differences among team members and ensuring psychological safety,
all while guiding the group effectively.

In Japan, people tend to treat “learning about other cultures” as an end in itself.
However, true multicultural leadership lies in building an environment and structures
where differences are embraced and leveraged for synergy. Key qualities include
curiosity, humility, and flexibility. These qualities help integrate diverse values and
strengths, uniting team members around shared goals. Furthermore, it’s essential to pay
attention to the unspoken cultural background—such as decision-making processes and
communication styles—to unlock wider possibilities for collaboration. In this sense,
multicultural communication and leadership serve as a comprehensive approach to
“enjoying differences and creating synergy,” which is drawing significant attention

today.

Step 2: Why Are These Concepts Gaining Global Importance?

In today’s rapidly globalizing world, the movement of people, goods, and information
across borders is accelerating, and international collaboration is now essential for both
business activities and social projects. On the technological front, innovations like Al
are spreading at an unprecedented rate, and it’s become the norm to develop globally
scaled business models and services around them. On the policy side, many
governments are stepping up support for startups and international cooperation, further

fueling cross-border initiatives.



Multicultural communication and leadership are gaining importance not simply because
of “language differences.” For instance, if we look at decision-making processes alone,
individuals from individualistic cultures often value swift top-down decisions, whereas
collectivist cultures lean toward consensus. In a project that mixes these cultural norms,
forcing one style on everyone will inevitably create friction and hinder even the most
talented individuals from performing at their best. This, in turn, can block the
development of groundbreaking ideas and services, thus hurting competitiveness.

From a broader societal perspective, the rise of global agendas like the SDGs and ESG
investing underscores the need for diverse teams to tackle social issues while also
pursuing economic goals. Japanese companies, for example, must not only explore
international markets but also recognize the increasing presence of foreign workers and
customers within the country. Meeting these changes requires cultivating individuals
who can effectively lead multicultural teams, as well as creating systems to nurture those
individuals—a challenge that cannot be postponed.

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic halted many study-abroad programs and
international exchanges, resulting in reduced overseas exposure. This gap is driving the
increased use of online communication tools and internal/external communities to
compensate. Embracing technological innovations, collaborating with people from
different cultures, and actively developing a global mindset have become crucial for both
organizations and individuals. For these reasons, multicultural communication and
leadership are seen as fundamental pillars for continued innovation in businesses and

broader society.

Step 3: What Does Japan Need to Confront?

Given how quickly the global environment is expanding, Japan must address some
deeply rooted issues if it wants to fully capitalize on multicultural communication and
leadership. One key challenge is the unconscious bias that individuals carry. Japanese
society has long prioritized a sense of “homogeneity,” which can lead to the unconscious
labeling of different values and behaviors as “breaking the rules” or “self-centered.”
Indeed, in multicultural teams, friction often arises from complaints that “foreign
members don’t understand Japan’s common sense,” making communication difficult on
both sides.

Another major barrier is the ingrained corporate culture that strongly discourages
failure. Innovation is inherently tied to trial and error, and in multicultural
collaboration, misunderstandings and conflicts are almost unavoidable. However, if a

company is trapped by an aversion to failure and reluctant to take risks, it will likely miss



out on new ideas or the benefits of international partnerships. In organizations that
neglect psychological safety, slogans promoting diversity may be abundant, but the
actual substance often fails to follow through.

Furthermore, beyond language differences, cultural nuances such as “silence is golden”
or “reading the air (social cues)”—common in Japan—may appear opaque to foreigners.
These less visible aspects of culture run deeper than just language proficiency. Hence,
there must be a concerted effort to reexamine our so-called “common sense” from the
ground up. The fundamental issue here lies not in superficial fixes like improving
English skills or rallying around generic diversity initiatives, but in transforming

underlying values and attitudes at the subconscious level.

Step 4: What Possibilities Lie Ahead?

If Japan can overcome its deeply rooted challenges—such as unconscious bias and a
corporate culture that shies away from failure—multicultural communication and
leadership will unlock enormous potential. First, there is the possibility of creating new
products and services by fusing insights from people with diverse cultural backgrounds.
Products designed from the outset for the global market can incorporate a variety of
perspectives, better addressing wide-ranging consumer needs and enhancing
competitiveness.

Additionally, developing communication skills in a multicultural setting can strengthen
“the ability to actively elicit everyone’s opinions,” a skill that Japanese-style
organizations have often lacked. This fosters more robust collaboration both inside and
outside the company, accelerating innovation in a virtuous cycle. Once psychological
safety is established within a team, individual members are more likely to realize their
full potential, showing greater motivation and autonomy. Consequently, this opens the
door to dynamic business expansion, such as creating new ventures or partnering with
overseas players.

Furthermore, if more people become adept at working in a global environment, it can
serve as a pivotal turning point for Japanese society as a whole—shifting from the risk of
“excluding differences” to the benefits of “enjoying differences.” Even within Japan’s
borders, the expected increase in foreign tourists and residents could lead to the
creation of new services and the advancement of multicultural communities across
various sectors. And as international travel ramps up post-COVID, we can anticipate a
surge of opportunities in education, research, startup ecosystems, and beyond.

In this way, addressing these issues lays the groundwork for Japan to evolve into a

“diversity-based society.” It goes beyond merely “keeping pace with globalization” and



moves toward establishing a universal foundation where people from any background
can cooperate seamlessly, driving sustainable growth and fostering a more inclusive

society.

Step 5: How Do We Start with “Fun”?

A key strategy for promoting multicultural communication is to start with something
that people find enjoyable. Cultural and linguistic difterences may seem daunting if
tackled too seriously, so begin with activities that anyone can appreciate, such as
“sharing a delicious meal,” “taking part in music or dance,” or “interacting through
games or sports.” These relaxed settings make people more tolerant of language
mistakes and cultural missteps, naturally sparking curiosity about others’ backgrounds.
Next, take advantage of online tools or internal/external communities to hold casual
discussions or share information. For instance, hosting regular “multicultural lunch
gatherings” or “international experience sharing sessions” and inviting foreign or
globally experienced speakers can be highly effective. The key is to welcome different
perspectives and encourage everyone to ask questions freely in a psychologically safe
atmosphere. Over time, these “fun first” approaches can spread through the
organization or community, organically building awareness of the importance of

multicultural leadership.

Step 6: Where Should We Begin?

Here are some baby steps you can take in the next month to get started right away:

1. Organize a Small Social Gathering
Within your company or community, invite foreign members or those with
international experience to a casual lunch session to share one another’s
interests. Keeping the topic light—such as “favorite food” or “music I love”—
helps participants relax and connect.

2. Launch Online Study Groups or Chat Sessions
Schedule short, weekly gatherings in English or other languages, creating a “safe
space” where participants don’t fear making mistakes. Whether you use a chat
platform or a voice-based social media tool, keeping the meetings brief but
regular is key.

3. Share Books or Videos on Multicultural Topics
Circulate interesting articles or videos via Slack or an internal social network and
encourage colleagues to watch or read them. When people reconnect to discuss

what they learned, new insights are likely to emerge.




These small steps will help foster an environment where “embracing different cultures is
fun.” Most importantly, approach them with the mindset that “It’s okay if we don’t get it
perfect right away—let’s enjoy the trial and error!” That outlook is the true first step

toward multicultural leadership. Give it a try over the next month, and see how it sparks

positive changes.
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