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Abstract
The purpose of the study is to explore how international faculty at Japanese universities 
view their integration. An exploratory study of semi-structural interviews with 40 full-
time international faculty hired in Japanese universities with various backgrounds was 
conducted. The key findings indicate that international faculty perceived their integration 
as a beneficial longstanding two-way process of acquiring equality, developing engage-
ment, and forming a feeling of attachment towards Japan. Meanwhile, their actual prac-
tices towards their integration appear to be diverse, which can be summarized into three 
broad categories, namely, preventive, occasional, and promotional. The study suggests a 
disjunction between international faculty’s attitudes and their actual practices towards their 
integration, which is influenced by the overall host environment from a macro perspective, 
work role from a meso perspective, and personal intention, origin of country, and previous 
experience in Japan from a micro perspective. Theoretical and practical implications drawn 
from the key findings are provided to not only better understand the integration of interna-
tional faculty at Japanese universities, but also to better serve and support them in practice.
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Introduction

With the development of globalization and the internationalization of higher education 
(HE), the international mobility of highly skilled talent has been an intense concern for 
policymakers and researchers in recent decades. International faculty have been considered 
as one of those groups (Wang et al., 2019). Experience of staying abroad has contributed 
to their career development, and to the knowledge innovation, and the academic diversity 
of their hosts (Teichler, 2017). Significant efforts have been made by the Japanese govern-
ment to hire international faculty, leading to their increase from 1.17% (1,285) in 1983 to 
4.71% (8,850) in 2019 (MEXT, 2020). Despite rapid expansion, empirical evidence sug-
gests that international faculty at Japanese universities perceive themselves as “tokenized 
symbols” of internationalization (Brotherhood et al., 2020). Therefore, scholars’ attention 
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has been directed to not only their recruitment but also their integration into Japan, which 
is one of the most critical challenges for both international faculty and the efforts towards 
systematic organizational reform (Oishi, 2020).

Despite its perceived value, questions about the nature and shape of integration and 
international faculty’s attitudes towards their integration remain. In Japan, despite the rapid 
expansion of international faculty, most of the previous studies remain mainly engaged 
with their general outlook (e.g., Huang, 2018a, 2018b; Huang & Chen, 2021; Huang & 
Daizen, 2020), and scholarly focuses have lagged behind. Therefore, further investigation 
in this regard is needed, especially from the perspectives of international faculty them-
selves, since the practicalities and difficulties of integration are largely experienced by 
them. When it comes to the themes concerning the integration of international faculty, such 
as if they are integrated or if their integration is necessary, international faculty’s personal 
perceptions should be central.

In order to fill this gap, the study explores how international faculty at Japanese univer-
sities view their integration. A qualitative approach of semi-structural interviews with 40 
full-time international faculty hired in Japanese universities was applied. The study first 
provides a brief literature review, followed by an explanation of methodology. The third 
part is concerned with interview results. Finally, the study summarizes and discusses major 
findings, presenting implications for policymakers, university administrators, and research-
ers, as well as pointing out limitations.

Literature review

Discourses about integration

The term integration has been widely used as a form of incorporation, which can be inves-
tigated from three main theoretical perspectives: assimilationism, multiculturism, and 
structuralism (Alba & Nee, 1997). Assimilation implies immigrants adapt to their hosts. 
In HE settings, similar terms have been used. For example, “cross-cultural transition” is 
employed to describe strategies to cope with marginalization (McClure, 2007). Kim (2018) 
employs “academic socialization” to illustrate the “sensitivity towards the local culture and 
the interaction-related features.” However, the use of these terminologies merely empha-
sizes the one-way adaptation of international faculty, which is contradictory to the prevail-
ing arguments emphasizing bi-directional mutual exchange (Gheorghiu & Stephens, 2016).

Regarding multiculturalism, it is considered desirable due to its fundamental denial of 
the assimilation theory and emphasis on the presence of immigrants. Studies on interna-
tional faculty’s integration from this perspective are often associated with interculturality, 
diversity, and internationalization (Kim, 2009, 2016; Shin & Gress, 2018), and interactions 
with locals are highlighted. For example, Jiang et al. (2010) use "academic acculturation" 
to describe the process whereby international faculty become a part of a group and inte-
grate with its members. However, this has been criticized due to its overemphasis on the 
cultural and ethnic aspects and its failure to identify how immigrants "construct their own 
acculturation and assimilation" (Zhou, 1997: 982).

As for structuralism, it underscores the objective dimensions of social structures, such 
as employment and housing (e.g., Ager & Strang, 2008). But this theoretical framework 
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can hardly explain the tokenization of international faculty who are hired as highly skilled 
professionals in Japan.

In summary, it appears that integration is heavily contextualized due to differences 
stemming from historical and social-cultural aspects. And the three main theoretical frame-
works reviewed above are not applicable to the case of international faculty in Japan. The 
preceding conditions inform a necessity to explore integration of international faculty in 
the specific context of Japan.

Research on integration of international faculty

Scholarly interests in the integration of international faculty are generally placed on their 
practical adaptation experience to integrate into their host countries. Often, they address 
international faculty’s constraints of integration, which fall mainly into two broad catego-
ries, namely, work-related and social-cultural issues. Regarding work-related issues, exist-
ing evidence suggests that imbalances in power and resources make international faculty 
unlikely to integrate into their host institutions, since they are more commonly confined 
to disadvantageous working conditions, such as low-ranking positions, lower salaries, 
enlarged job responsibilities, reduced autonomy and freedom (Corley & Sabharwal, 2007; 
Selmer & Lauring, 2011; van der Wende, 2015). In addition, the tension caused by the fact 
that the recruitment of international faculty is associated with the demoting of native-born 
colleagues who were hired in the same positions leads to perceived stress and rejection 
of international faculty by their native-born colleagues (Collins, 2008). Moreover, a sig-
nificant influence from teacher-student relationships has also been noted (Jonasson et al., 
2017; Wilkins & Neri, 2019).

Factors in social-cultural aspects are also among the most researched themes concern-
ing integration, which affect both work performance and satisfaction of international fac-
ulty (Wilkins & Neri, 2019). The first issue often addressed is the language barrier, which 
impacts their academic performance, acceptance by their native-born colleagues, and com-
munication with students (Gahungu, 2011; Yudkevich et  al., 2017). In addition, cultural 
distance was found to negatively impact the interaction and relationship establishment with 
natives (Jonasson et  al., 2017). Likewise, Froese (2012) indicates that both cultural and 
language dissimilarities are significant for international faculty’s integration profession-
ally and socially. Furthermore, some illustrate international faculty’s inability to socialize 
with local colleagues, which results in their perceptions of isolation (Froese, 2010; Gress 
& Shin, 2020). Cultural differences can lead to international faculty’s disconnection from 
local society, their lack of participation in social activities, affecting their interpersonal and 
professional developments, which in turn impedes their integration.

In Japan’s context, existing literature in migration and intercultural studies has con-
stantly demonstrated immigrants’ negative experiences, such as their marginalization 
(CAPOBIANCO, P., 2017), biases (Rogers et al., 2020), and frustration (O’Keefe, 2017). 
Regarding the integration of international faculty, despite a more accommodating uni-
versity environment compared to industrial settings (O’Neill, 2014), it is fraught with 
numerous challenges, such as distinctive work roles and limited professional opportunities 
(Huang, 2018a; McNeill, 2007; Yonezawa et  al., 2014). For example, some argued that 
they have been undertaking the duties that the "regular" Japanese faculty cannot do or do 
not wish to perform (Huang, 2018a). Some even perceived themselves as a show window 
to externally visualize the internationalization of Japanese universities, especially those 
who have visible foreign appearances (Brotherhood et al., 2020).
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Previous studies have consistently taken the integration of international faculty solely 
as person-environment fit from organizational perspectives, in other words, to what extent 
international faculty co-responded to their hosts. Yet the questions remain about the nature 
and shape of their integration, whether this person-environment fit can be taken as integra-
tion, and if it’s necessary. In addition, the substantial body of previous studies in Japan has 
focused primarily on the work dimension of international faculty, other aspects, such as 
their psychological state, which has been identified as a significant factor impacting their 
retention (O’Meara, 2014), has been largely omitted from previous discussions. Therefore, 
it is necessary to investigate integration from the subjective perspectives of international 
faculty themselves.

Methodology

Conceptual framework and research questions

The Theories of Action proposed by Argyris and Schön (1974) was recruited in the study, 
which comprises two theoretical frameworks: espoused theories and theories-in-use. 
Espoused theories represent the theories that individuals behave in a given situation, which 
were constituted by their norms and assumptions. Whereas, theories-in-use refers to indi-
viduals’ practical actions that produce outcomes (Argyris & Schön, 1974). Additionally, 
according to Argyris and Schön (1974), Espoused theories are constructed on a cognitive 
basis, conditioned by various factors, eventually form theories-in-use. Thus, the espoused 
theories may not always be compatible with theories-in-use (Argyris et  al., 1987). The 
adoption of this framework in the study can be explained by its distinctive contribution 
of “understanding human action” (Argyris, 1976:20), which largely enables the investiga-
tion of international faculty’s views regarding their integration in Japan, specifically their 
attitudes and practices. Additionally, it also helps to identify the influential individual and 
organizational factors of the consistency/inconsistency between their cognitive attitudes 
and actual practices.

Based on the literature review and the Theories of Action, the study seeks to answer the 
following research questions:

1. What are international faculty’s attitudes towards their integration in Japan?
2. How do international faculty integrate into Japan in practice?

Methods

In answering these research questions, semi-structural interviews with 40 full-time 
international faculty hired by Japanese universities were conducted. The main interview 
question was “How do you view the integration of international faculty in practice?.” 
Follow-up questions were also asked to better explore their perceptions and attitudes. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, except for 8 face-to-face interviews, the remaining 
interviews were conducted online from July to November of 2020, using platforms such 
as Zoom, Skype, and Wechat. English, Chinese, and Japanese were used as the main lan-
guages of these interviews. A majority of the interviews were recorded and transcribed 
professionally for further analysis, except for two interviews. To ensure the accuracy of 
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the information of the interviews, transcripts have been reviewed and approved by some 
of the participants, including the two participants without recording. The duration of the 
interviews varied between 40 min to 2 h. Out of ethical considerations, serial numbers 
were used to ensure the confidentiality of the participants.

Regarding the analytic process, a dual strategy of inductive coding and deductive 
exploration based on the Theories of Action has been employed in the study. The inter-
views were analyzed through a three-stage procedure. Firstly, all debriefing transcripts 
were imported into Nvivo 12 in their original languages and coded by the participants’ 
words that emerged originally from the transcripts or special terms which are close to 
their own words. Secondly, sub-themes were developed through analyzing the coded 
nodes of the quotations to provide broader patterns. 12 sub-themes were created, such 
as same treatment as Japanese, favorable environment, relatedness with Japan. In the 
last stage, the sub-themes were aggregated into more specific themes to better identify 
the key views of international faculty towards their integration in Japan. For example, 
the sub-themes of favorable environment and relatedness with Japan have been concep-
tualized into the theme Engagement, implying the condition or state of being involved.

Population and sampling

The study applies the main criteria from previous studies (Huang, 2018a, 2018b), identi-
fying international faculty as a full-time employee at a Japanese university who reported 
his/her nationality as a non-Japan country and was educated at primary and secondary 
schools outside of Japan.

In order to ensure sufficient variation of the participants, the study took their insti-
tutional and individual attributes, such as nationality, gender, the type and location of 
their affiliations, into consideration. The participants were recruited mainly via three 
methods. First is the maximum variation purposive sample: the respondents who agreed 
to be interviewed from Huang’s (2018a, 2018b) national survey (N = 20). Formal invita-
tion letters were sent out to the potential participants according to the information they 
gave in the questionnaire. Second is the criterion sampling: those who were invited from 
various universities (N = 15). Interview requests were sent based on the information on 
the homepages of their affiliations to increase the number of samples. The third is snow-
balling sampling: eligible participants were introduced by the participants from the for-
mer two groups (N = 5). Their institutional and individual attributes were considered 
accurately before the interviews. The final sample is shown in Table 1.

Interview results

Drawing on the narratives of participants, the key findings are analyzed subsequently in 
alignment with the Theories of Action Framework and the research questions. This sec-
tion first presents international faculty’s espoused theories of attitudes towards integra-
tion (understanding and intentions), followed by their theories-in-use (actual practices). 
The main themes were illustrated in Fig. 1.
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Table 1  The outline of the participants

NO Affiliation Area Nationality Position Educational Discipline

F1 National Chugoku/Shikoku Iran A. Prof degree obtained Engineering
F2 National Chugoku/Shikoku Bolivia Ass. Prof in Japan Economy
F3 National Chugoku/Shikoku India Ass. Prof Yes Physics
F4 National Chugoku/Shikoku Vietnam Ass. Prof No Engineering
F5 Local Touhoku Russia A. Prof No Computer science
F6 National Chugoku/Shikoku Korea Ass. Prof Yes Education
F7 National Kyushu/Okinawa Canada A. Prof No Linguistics
F8 Private Kinki China A. Prof Yes Marketing
F9 Private Kyushu/Okinawa UK A. Prof No Education
F10 National Chugoku/Shikoku Iran Ass. Prof Yes Environment
F11 Private Kinki China Lecture No Literature
F12 Private Kantou US Prof No Literature
F13 Local Kyushu/Okinawa US A. Prof Yes English
F14 National Chugoku/Shikoku UK A. Prof No Linguistics
F15 Private Kantou Australia Prof No Political Science
F16 Local Touhoku UK A. Prof No Education
F17 Private Kantou Ireland Lecture No Computer science
F18 Private Kantou German Prof No History
F19 National Chugoku/Shikoku Thailand A. Prof No Agriculture
F20 Private Kinki UK Prof No Literature
F21 National Chubu Ireland Prof./Rep Yes Psychology
F22 Private Kinki US A. Prof No English
F23 National Kinki New zealand Prof No Biogeography
F24 Local Chubu US A. Prof No Linguistics
F25 Private Kyushu/Okinawa US Lecture No Linguistics
F26 Private Kantou UK Prof No Linguistics
F27 National Chugoku/Shikoku US Ass. Prof No Psychology
F28 National Chubu China A. Prof No Film Studies
F29 National Hokkaido China Ass. Prof Yes Engineering
F30 Local Chugoku/Shikoku US Prof No Linguistics
F31 Local Hokkaido German Prof./Dean Yes Chemistry
F32 National Kantou China Ass. Prof No Anthropology
F33 Private Hokkaido UK A. Prof No Education
F34 Private Hokkaido Brazile Lecture Yes English
F35 National Kinki Mexico Lecture No Chemistry
F36 National Hokkaido Srilanka A. Prof No Chemistry
F37 National Kantou UK + Poland Ass. Prof Yes Economy
F38 Private Kyushu/Okinawa US Lecture Yes Music
F39 National Touhoku Brazile A. Prof No Engineering
F40 National Chugoku/Shikoku Korea A. Prof No Engineering
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Attitudes towards integration

Despite the vagueness of the term, most participants used concrete examples to demon-
strate their abstract ideas and intangible views towards their integration. These specific 
perceptions and mind states equated with their attitudes toward integration.

1. Understanding of integration

Drawing on the interview content, the data analysis suggests that the majority of the 
participants regarded their integration as positive and valuable, being beneficial in vari-
ous aspects, including their professional development, character building, intercultural 
competence enrichment, and mental health. As asserted below:

I think, in any society, you should try to integrate into that society. It’s certainly 
important for your career growth, and also for your mental health. Otherwise you 
would have numerous difficulties (F1).
I think integrating into a different country is very helpful for personal growth...
there are a lot of people who have different cultural backgrounds and values…you 
will be more open-minded by accepting other people’s opinions (F8).
In Japanese, they use Kukiwoyomu (read the atmosphere). So, this is what I’m 
learning right now. This is beneficial, I will know more about people (F19).
I think it helped me to become more relaxed, more open-minded, or understanding 
of people…try to understand why people are doing this and why things are like 
this (F34).

1.1 Integration as a process

As for their understanding of integration, many participants believed that it is a pro-
cess in which both international faculty and Japan are involved. Among those partic-
ipants, some emphasized that international faculty should attempt to follow Japanese 
culture and tradition since they were hired under the assumption that they would respect 
Japan.

Fig. 1  Themes of international faculty’s views towards their integration
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If we are here on the Japanese side, we have to make a very big adjustment...that 
means understanding the culture and the human interactions and the ways of dis-
course of your hosts (F7).

In contrast, many participants denied this by asserting that it is the utilization of their 
specific different knowledge and skills that can contribute to internationalization. There-
fore, instead of changing to become more Japanese, those so-called heterogeneities of 
international faculty should be maintained.

I think it is necessary to show my special personality as a Chinese teacher…it is 
more appropriate to achieve the value of being a foreign teacher (F11).
We have our own specific functions...the students who interact with me can get some 
interactions they couldn’t get from a Japanese professor because I’m different. I give 
them Nanka Shogeki (somehow stimulation) (F31).

Likewise, the majority of the participants (N = 32) suggest that the prospect for success-
ful integration should be created by a two-way process in which the mutual adaptation of 
both international faculty and Japan should be involved.

Integration should be we work and integrate to Japanese culture and styles, and Japan 
also reflects us. So, it is kind of mutual reaction between environment and us (F4).
Integration is to become part of the group. So, I think there are two conditions. One, 
you want to join the group, and two, the group wants to allow you to join (F16).

1.2 Integration as a state

Additionally, some participants further acknowledged their integration as a state. Accord-
ing to their observations, it appears that three broad aspects involving their integration 
could be interpreted: work, social-cultural, and psychological aspects as analyzed below.

Work aspects

In the context of work aspects, the perception of equality, such as the equal treatment with 
Japanese, was widely perceived as integration. Those who consider themselves as being 
deprived of equality, such as being excluded from university management, highlighted 
their failed integration.

There are no foreigners making decisions at any level. That’s what frustrates people. 
People like me, have permanent residency, permanent positions. But absolutely no, 
say in any university policy working hours, anything like that (F22).
Dare I say an expert in my field? One of the big frustrations is often I am excluded 
from decision-making regarding English education. So, I might be in a meeting, and 
they’re going to discuss the program, and they asked me to leave (F26).

In addition, the perception of engagement, displaying as the acceptance and involve-
ment of host institutions, was regarded as integration. Research on integration often finds 
it difficult to figure out the attitudes of host institutions (Gheorghiu & Stephens, 2016). 
Organizational engagement is considered beneficial significantly to the integration of inter-
national faculty as it not only contributes to the integration of international faculty practi-
cally but also presents hosts’ supportive attitudes toward international faculty.

80% of the work is in English…publish in English, so I guess most of the inter-

852 Higher Education (2022) 84:845–862



1 3

national faculty can survive...My colleagues and students are very nice, I feel 
very integrated (F4).
I feel like I’m integrated enough…because most of my colleagues are very 
friendly, open and helpful (F12).

Social‑cultural aspects

Secondly, in social-cultural aspects, similarly, the acquisition of an equal environment 
was widely viewed as essential for integration. Perceived equality and non-discrimi-
nation in the local community was clearly identified as an essential factor required for 
integration as elaborated below:

For me, integration is just being ordinary…I’m expected to do what other people 
do and I expect that I will do what other people do. Being given the same rules, 
being treated fairly and similarly to a Japanese person (F20).
Because people like my neighbor know me as a person, now I’m not the foreigner 
living next door. I’m X, so I do feel integrated into my neighborhood (F22).
I am quite integrated…So, same as other people, I’m expected by the community 
to do the same duty (F24).

In addition to equality, relatedness to Japan, including Japanese culture and Jap-
anese people, also appeared as pronounced aspects, which contributes to forming a 
sense of integration in Japan. Most of the participants agreed that the involvement in 
Japanese society helped to develop personal networks with Japanese people and inform 
their knowledge about Japan, which in turn contributed to their involvement with 
Japan.

I’ve traveled a lot in Japan. I have been to all forty-seven prefectures...my research 
has brought me into connection with older generations of Japan...I’ve traveled 
around to see them, so that gets me involved in Japan a lot (F13).
A lot of my friends are Japanese, and my coworkers are Japanese. The ones I talk 
to most are Japanese. My wife is Japanese, our neighbors are Japanese and I’m 
embedded in Japanese culture (F34).

Psychological aspects

Finally, in psychological aspects, integration is equated with abstract psychological 
concepts, such as “home,” “comfortable,” and “belonging.” Those positive expressions 
are generally associated with “comfort, love and belonging” (Lucas and Purkayastha, 
2007:244), which reflected the highest level of their subjective feelings.

It should be something like the people can feel like they are a part of this society, 
not just like a worker here…It’s really belonging to this society to have some feel-
ing of attachment (F1).
I don’t feel I am an outsider, I feel like I am at home. I am in the local team, this is 
comfortable...In Spanish, we say Como Pez en el agua (a fish in the water) (F35).
I’m fully integrated...feel comfortable here. Actually, for me, Japan feels more like 
home now than any other places I have been to in the past 30 years (F37).
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2. International faculty’s intentions of their integration

Despite the perceived significance and value of integration in Japan, international faculty’s 
intentions of their integration appear to be varied, which can be summarized into three 
types, namely, separation, one-way adaptation, and two-way adaption.

2.1 Separation

Despite a small number, some participants expressed their personal demands of being sep-
arated in their workplaces irrespective of the norms and culture of their affiliations. This 
type of international faculty tends to refuse interactions and prevent integration in Japan. 
As stressed succinctly:

I am quite happy with this strange situation because I don’t like to be a member of 
things, I like to be alone to be by myself…I’m not joining any group, I don’t like it, I 
like to be isolated (F14).
I am completely detached. I’m separated from the university. So, I live in my own 
world. I choose to be because I’ve always been like that (F16).

2.2 Two‑way adaptation

In contrast, most of the participants highlighted their desire to actively integrate into Japan 
as in general they were mentally prepared for the perceptual different culture and academic 
environments when they determined to come to Japan, as claimed below:

I think a lot of foreigners, when they choose to come to Japan they already expecting 
a different culture, and a lot of them are very open to the idea of learning and living 
in Japan, integrating into the Japanese culture (F34).

Meanwhile, in addition to their proactive adaptation, many of them emphasized their 
desires of the efforts and accommodation from their host since they believed that integra-
tion should be a two-way process, comprising the mutual adaptation of both international 
faculty themselves and Japan.

I would say personally, I’m trying my best to learn the culture. Meanwhile, I would 
prefer an intercultural situation, with openness towards the other...if you hire foreign 
faculty, then you should offer language, that’s part of your work…Do something for 
it. Don’t leave it only to me (F18).
I’ve been working towards integrating myself into the Japanese culture...But I 
believe, integration should work both ways...at the same time, I think they need to 
start changing the way they think they behave (F34).

2.3 One‑way adaptation

Moreover, many participants expressed their determination to integrate into Japan regard-
less of the intentions of their affiliations. It seems that participants with Japanese domestic 
knowledge, such as those from culturally similar countries, and those with previous expe-
riences in Japan, were more prone to this strategy. Their existing knowledge draw from 
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their original countries or their subsequent experiences in Japan have largely informed 
their understanding of Japan, including Japanese language, cultural norms, and university 
mechanisms, which enabled them more accustomed to Japan.

I got Ph.D. degree from N University, I spent 3 years there as a student. That allowed 
me to better know the society, to make some friends, to learn the language. I think it 
made life easier for me…So, I always tried to initiate relationships or cooperation to 
have a more active role (F1).
I came to Japan in 2010…I got to know much better than before regarding Japanese 
social culture and interpersonal relationships…whatever happened, as long as I am 
still here, I will try to integrate with people here (F11).
I can’t speak Japanese very well. But since Japanese kanji are very similar to Chinese 
characters, and many cultures are also very similar, it’s not a big problem for me 
to live here…I’m willing to learn more about Japanese culture as if I am learning 
ancient Chinese culture (F29).

In summary, regarding the attitudes of international faculty towards their integration in 
Japan, a majority of the participants agreed that it is a beneficial two-way process in which 
efforts by both international faculty and Japan should be made. In addition, given the dif-
ferent interpretations of integration, it appears that integration of international faculty in 
Japan can be characterized as a longstanding process of acquiring equality, developing 
engagement, and forming a feeling of attachment towards Japan. However, impacted by 
international faculty’s origin of country, previous experience in Japan, and their personal 
preferences, the data analysis identified three different intentions of international faculty, 
namely, separation, one-way adaptation, and two-way adaption.

Actual practices of integration

Regarding the actual practices that international faculty take in integrating into Japan, three 
categories of actions were identified, namely, preventive, promotional, and occasional, 
which can be explained by the consistency of international faculty’s intentions and their 
perceived Japan’s behaviors towards diverse groups.

1. Preventive practices

Firstly, as analyzed previously, when international faculty favor separation in Japan, the 
rejection of interaction and integration was preferred undoubtedly. Additionally, when the 
participants perceived their host-Japan is adopting separation approaches, that is, margin-
alizing international faculty, they tended to embrace preventive strategies. It appears that 
being a language teacher at Japanese universities makes them more likely to be in this sit-
uation. The institutional emphasis on research caused by neoliberalism makes those lan-
guage teachers more commonly associated with negative experiences, such as a heavier 
teaching workload, different work roles, and less access to the decision-making process. 
Thus, the prevention of integration was preferred due to their perceived exclusion, discrim-
ination, and depression.

I’ve always felt like an outsider...just that lack of respect towards my work...I was 
very dissatisfied by how the decisions were being made, and I’ve done as much as I 
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can, but very frustrated…I’ve been thinking maybe I’m going to leave (F26).
The contract Eigokyoushi (English Teachers) have to teach many more classes…So 
they feel like a member of some different group, like an outsider (F34).
We are just informed about what is going to happen…I try hard to do my best to 
integrate…but sometimes you cannot be there…You’re only one-man army…This 
system is going to beat you, defeat you eventually (F39).

2. Promotional practices

In contrast, when international faculty’s intentions reached a consensus with their per-
ceived Japan’s behaviors, international faculty were more likely to promote their integra-
tion proactively. For example, despite the criticisms of the one-way adaptation in prevail-
ing discourses, when international faculty prefer one-way adaption to their hosts, and their 
hosts also have the same expectations, positive responses can be predicted. This can be 
shown from the following quote:

they want us to go for them…I will go to do things with the idea of developing rela-
tionships and interact with them…I don’t drink…but if the drinking places are the 
only places they’re going to interact with me, I will go and just all drink soda (F30).

The other case is that when the international faculty who preferred two-way adapta-
tion received their institutions’ recognition and great support for their integration, they tend 
to take promotional practices to improve their integration. It seems that Japan’s two-way 
adaptation interactive approaches were particularly likely to be perceived by those who 
were affiliated in comparatively open academic environments and those who knew the 
existing frameworks of Japanese universities.

They try their best actually. They put the most important part in English, it’s good for 
me. They are very kind, they want to help me…I take Japan as my country…I take 
people around me here as kind of family. So, I want and I’m trying to be a part of the 
society (F19).
The people I work with and our Japanese faculty speak fluent English. If there is 
an important meeting with foreign faculty, then that meeting is held in English 
entirely…they helped me translate the important emails, they tried to make it as easy 
for me as possible. So, I’m also trying my best (F37).

3. Occasional practices

Finally, when international faculty’s intentions partially differ from their perceived Japan’s 
behaviors, international faculty’s actual practices tend to be occasional. For example, when 
international faculty prefer a mutual adaptation with their hosts, while being expected to be 
assimilated to local practices, tension caused by this problematic relation may trigger com-
munication breakdown, leading to their disappointment, disillusionment about integration, 
and distrust of their affiliations. Except for some emphasizing their insistence on integra-
tion, most of the participants felt discouraged by this contradiction with their hosts. Under 
such circumstances, a favorable host environment largely contributes to the integration and 
retention of international faculty.
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They don’t treat us like a diverse department, they treat us as like you have to do this 
Japanese way, or nothing. So, it’s a little disappointing and discouraging…my atti-
tude is kind of apathy. I’m not going to go out of my way or trying to fight too hard 
with anything (F13).

However, some stated that their actions could change if their hosts decide to take their 
intentions and desires into consideration, implying that integration and trust can be formed 
conditionally (Tierney, 2008). The condition is a favorable environment where they can 
be well respected and involved. Under such circumstances, the hosts should be more 
accountable.

I have sort of a bad attitude...Now I don’t care very much...unless they’re going to 
show me that they value my opinion and want me really to be a part of the system, I 
would change my mind. I would absolutely go for it (F22).
I think probably I will remain an outsider…But it depends on what happens. If they 
give me an opportunity to do something like, okay, we want you to be in charge of 
there, maybe I’ll stay (F26).

As analyzed above, international faculty’s perceptions of their hosts seem to be var-
ied by their work roles (language teaching), and the overall environment of their hosts. 
Drawing on the consistency of international faculty’s intentions and their perceived Japan’s 
behaviors towards them, three broad practical behaviors towards integration were summa-
rized as shown in Table  2. The data analysis indicates that when international faculty’s 
intentions and their perceptions of Japan’s behaviors are separation, international faculty 
were more likely to disfavor integration. In contrast, when their intentions and their per-
ceptions of Japan’s behaviors reached consensual interactive relations, international faculty 
tend to promote their integration proactively. Finally, when international faculty’s inten-
tions and perceptions on Japan’s behaviors experience partial agreement and partial disa-
greement, they tend to show occasional behavior varied by individuals.

Discussion and conclusions

By focusing on international faculty’s attitudes and actual practices towards their integra-
tion in Japan, the study yielded two key findings. Firstly, a majority of international fac-
ulty perceived their integration as a beneficial longstanding two-way process of acquiring 
equality, developing engagement, and forming a feeling of attachment towards Japan. Sec-
ondly, despite the perceived benefits and value, their actual practices towards integration 
appear to be diverse, including three broad categories: preventive, occasional, and promo-
tional. These two findings are discussed in detail subsequently.

Table 2  International faculty’s actual practices of integration

Perceived Japan’s behaviors International faculty’s intentions

Two-way adaptation One-way adaptation Separation

Two-way adaptation Promotional Occasional Preventive
One-way adaptation Occasional Promotional Preventive
Separation Preventive Preventive Preventive

857Higher Education (2022) 84:845–862



1 3

Firstly, the study suggests that international faculty view their integration in Japan as 
both a process and state. On the one hand, integration as a two-way process is consistent 
with the generally accepted notions in migration studies (e.g., Korteweg, 2017). On the 
other hand, the integration proposed as a state is opposed to the notion of being a pro-
cess. Despite the contradiction, the mutually reinforcing relationship between process and 
state should be noted. Without process, states of integration can hardly be achieved. Vice 
versa, the states of integration contribute to the further integration process. Additionally, 
depending on the individuals, their intentions of integration vary. This echoes Castles 
et al. (2001), remarking on multiple individual modes of integration. Therefore, the study 
has complemented the existent integration discourses by providing international faculty’s 
voices in Japan.

Secondly, the analysis indicates variations in their actual practices regarding their inte-
gration in Japan. On the one hand, the analysis emphasizes the differences in the actual 
integration practices between international faculty primarily engaged in research and those 
associated with teaching activities. The facts that most of the language teachers were from 
Western countries with huge cultural dissimilarities, and that few of them have previous 
experience in Japan as most of them didn’t graduate from Japanese universities (Huang, 
2018a), have made their integration more ambiguous. This is a disadvantageous situation 
where organizational support is urgently needed. However, instead of sufficient facilitation, 
Japanese universities have striven to improve efficiency by maximizing the productivity 
of research faculty and imposing excessive teaching loads on language teachers. Despite 
a strong desire to advance their scholarly reputation, the tensions caused by professional 
and social-cultural constraints leave them struggling to meet the minimum requirements for 
promotion, resulting in their fewer professional opportunities (Huang et al., 2019). Conse-
quently, they are more likely to be confined to peripheral roles (Nishikawa, 2021). This is 
maybe why they tend to prevent integration and create their own private spaces to protect 
themselves.

On the other hand, the study suggests that the research faculty who were from similar 
cultural backgrounds or had previous experience in Japan tend to proactively promote their 
integration. This is possibly because the experiences related to Japan help to inform their 
Japanese knowledge, which is conducive to better integration. This may explain why Chi-
nese/Korean faculty encounter fewer challenges (Huang et  al., 2019), and higher-ranked 
international faculty tend to be educated in Japan (Huang, 2018a). In addition, due to the 
vigorous promotion of the Nihonjinron ideology by the Japanese government (Morita, 
2017), highlighting Japanese uniqueness of culture and values, international faculty who 
have better Japanese local  knowledge, including Japanese language and culture, tend to 
be highly valued, supported by the fact that those who are familiar with Japanese culture 
and management are preferred even though some of them may be underqualified (Maki 
et al., 2015; Nishikawa, 2021). Thus, a better knowledge of Japan, which can be informed 
by origin and previous experience in Japan, was found to contribute to a higher level of 
integration significantly since it helps international faculty not only to integrate into Japan 
individually but also to illuminate their value in Japan institutionally. Therefore, those who 
have a better Japanese knowledge were more willing to integrate into Japan, and they were 
also the kind of faculty that Japan would like to integrate.

Thirdly, the study indicates a disjunction between international faculty’s attitudes and 
their actual practices of integration in Japan as despite their positive attitudes, many par-
ticipants prevented integration. This can be attributed to the characteristics of both inter-
national faculty and host environment, which were influenced by perceived Japan’s behav-
ior from a macro perspective, work role from a meso perspective, and personal intention, 
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origin of country, and previous experience in Japan from a micro perspective. Intrinsically, 
echoing Schinkel (2018), the findings suggest that the extent to which integration is a criti-
cal issue for international faculty should be noted. In other words, more integrated does 
not necessarily equal more harmonious in Japan as personal intention of integration was 
recognized as an essential factor.

More importantly, the study underscores the great influences of Japan’s overall host 
environment, as the institutional practices enabled those extrinsic factors, such as work 
roles, to impact significantly the integration of international faculty. This is consistent with 
existing evidence suggesting the decisive impacts of hosts (e.g., Penninx, 2019). Despite 
being characterized as similar to other universities in East Asian countries, following west-
ern practices to develop a global framework through hiring international faculty (Shun 
Wing Ng, 2012), the current situation of Japan’s HE system is heavily influenced by its 
institutional practices. Forced by external neoliberal-framed globalization, Japanese uni-
versities were required to be responsible for the cultivation of global human resources, 
who can contribute to the revitalization of the Japanese economy (Ota, 2018). Meanwhile, 
caused by the relative decline of the annual national operational funding from the Japa-
nese government, the internationalization of Japanese HEIs has become a means to gain 
extra funding as the initiatives for internationalization always bring a significant amount of 
funding.

Spurred by external neoliberalism and internal internationalization as outlined, Japa-
nese HEIs were compelled to strive for both excellence and diversity. Under such a cir-
cumstance, the recruitment of diversified highly skilled scholars is particularly urgent. 
However, given the fact that scientific excellence has been acknowledged as a significant 
incentive for international faculty in Japan (Huang, 2018a; Yonezawa et al., 2014), the rela-
tive decline of research prestige and excellence in Japan is detrimental to the recruitment of 
such talents, as pointed out by Rappleye and Vickers (2015). Therefore, the Japanese aca-
demic system has adopted a self-contained system, implying retaining international faculty 
who were graduated from Japanese universities to improve Japanese scientific excellence, 
reinforced by existing evidence indicating that most of the international faculty engaged 
in research activities were graduate students of Japanese universities (Huang, 2018a; Yon-
ezawa et al., 2014). On the other hand, in order to meet the demand for diversity, Japanese 
universities were compelled to lower their employment requirements, such as not requiring 
Ph.D. degrees, to hire international faculty from a wider range of countries. Thus, many 
international faculty, who were not Ph.D. holders, were hired by Japanese universities, 
especially those from western countries.

Therefore, Japan has addressed the “disparity”—diversity through integrating interna-
tional contents and perspectives, and excellence driven by the neoliberal-framed academic 
market (Kim, 2009:48)—separately in practice. In other words, those who are mainly asso-
ciated with teaching activities, especially the native language teachers, were expected to 
contribute more to diversity. Whereas, research faculty were considered as agents to pro-
mote excellence and the world-class status of Japanese universities. This seems largely 
different from other East Asian countries. For example, provided with sufficient funding 
initiatives, Chinese universities strive for the "world-leading experts" with study/work 
experiences abroad to enhance research capabilities (Wu & Huang, 2018; Mok and Mar-
ginson, 2021). In contrast, international faculty at South Korean universities are expected 
to teach, develop international networks, and participate in social contributions rather than 
research (Shin & Gress, 2018). Therefore, the practical milieus of Japanese HEIs have led 
to the complexity of international faculty at Japanese universities, resulting in their com-
paratively diverse actual practices of integration.
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Implications and limitations

As for implications, firstly, given the value of integration, the coordination of comprehen-
sive policies covering both recruitment and integration of international faculty is greatly 
needed. Secondly, the research findings help to provide empirical evidence for further rel-
evant research and to extend the limited myriad contributions of international faculty in 
HEIs, not just in Asia but also other non-colonial, non-English-speaking countries outside 
of Asia that have actively recruited international faculty. Thirdly, more proactive initiatives 
are expected to be undertaken by Japan to create a more favorable and accommodating host 
environment and find a pathway forward to the integration of international perspectives.

Regarding the limitations, firstly, the study investigated the intentions of the host-
Japan from international faculty’s narratives indirectly, further studies are needed to 
explore Japan’s specific perceptions directly. Secondly, given the variations in their 
attitudes, investigations into the mechanisms of how different attitudes lead to various 
kinds of integration are necessary. Finally, it’s obviously unclear whether and to what 
extent the study can be generalized to other international faculty in the context of other 
countries, and this could be a potentially fruitful area for future research.
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