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Background: More than 30 years have passed since the Japanese government announced its Interna-

tional Student 100,000 Plan in 1983. Today, the number of international students in the country exceeds

300,000. This study examines the relationship between factors affecting the mental health of interna-

tional students and their satisfaction with having studied abroad in Japan.

Methods: An online-questionnaire was given to 82 former Japanese government scholarship students

who studied in Japan in the 1980s. The survey consisted of items related to the basic personal attributes

of the participants, their lives in Japan during their period of study (20 items), their satisfaction level at

having studied in Japan (10 items), and their current happiness level (4 items).

Results: A significant relationship was observed between the level of satisfaction at having studied in

Japan and a number of the statements relating to respondents’ lives in Japan as students, including: “I

felt that the differences between Japan and my home country were interesting, and enjoyed these differ-

ences,” and “Whenever I encountered a difficult situation, I attempted to find different approaches to

deal with the problem.” A similar relationship was also observed between these statements and subjec-

tive happiness.

Conclusions: International students who were able to accept the differences and difficulties they con-

fronted positively and respond to situations flexibly tended to report higher levels of satisfaction with

their studies in Japan and higher levels of happiness, suggesting that individual psychological factors,

such as situation perception and associated coping behaviors, have a defining impact on mental health.

(J Nippon Med Sch 2021; 88: 475―484)
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Introduction

Since the Japanese government launched its “Interna-

tional Student 100,000 Plan” in 1983, with the aim of ac-

cepting 100,000 international students by the beginning

of the twenty-first century, the number of international

students in Japan has grown steadily1. Today, more than

30 years after the launch of the plan, the number of in-

ternational students exceeds 300,000. It is well known

that leaving one’s home country and moving to a foreign

country where everything from the climate to the cus-

toms of daily life are unfamiliar, can cause mental illness.

In the context of these sudden changes of environment,

people are vulnerable to temporary instability, emotional

upheaval, and depression. Some may display symptoms

of maladjustment, as has been shown by previous re-

search both in Japan and other countries2―4. Support for

the mental health of international students is therefore an

important part of helping them to maintain their mental

and physical health and ensuring that they achieve their

intended purpose in traveling overseas to pursue their
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studies.

Research on the mental health of international students

in Japan has previously been carried out in fields like in-

ternational student education and intercultural education,

but there has been very little research that takes a psychi-

atric approach. Additionally, most of the few studies that

have been done from a psychological approach tend to

focus on students who suffered from maladjustment5―7.

In terms of factors affecting the mental and physical

health of international students, many studies have fo-

cused on language and behavioral aspects, looking at at-

tributes such as length of stay, Japanese language profi-

ciency, and the problems with human relationships that

can arise from communication difficulties8―11. Although

some studies have discussed the relationship between

psychological factors (including appetite for study and

other motivations, self-esteem, and self-awareness) and

physical and mental health, such studies are not numer-

ous12,13.

From the 1980s to 2013, I worked at several foreign

students dormitories in Tokyo, where I provided counsel-

ing and support to international students, mostly

government-supported students on Japanese government

scholarships. My experiences deepened my suspicion

that the most important factors affecting the mental

health of international students might be not the stu-

dent’s cultural background and personality traits (and

similar attributes) or the frictions experienced by stu-

dents arising from cultural differences and academic dif-

ficulties themselves, but rather the way in which each

student perceives, feels, and thinks about those experi-

ences and events.

Adaptation is a struggle with one’s internal environ-

ment: a process of self-challenge and self-transformation.

The degree to which adaptation is successful therefore

varies considerably depending on the individual’s views,

feelings, and attitudes toward the unfamiliar foreign cul-

ture, based on self-reflection and self-analysis. In addi-

tion to external considerations such as individual attrib-

utes and environmental factors, it is necessary to con-

sider psychological factors that determine thinking and

behavior, such as perception of the alien culture and cop-

ing strategies, as important considerations that influence

mental health.

In addition, much previous research has taken the

form of one-off, cross-sectional studies, focusing on inter-

national students who were enrolled in Japanese educa-

tional institutions at the time of the study. Given that

psychological processes change while living in a different

culture, longitudinal studies are called for, but at present

the difficulties involved in carrying out follow-up studies

mean that there is a lack of such research14.

Taking these issues into account, the present study car-

ried out an online questionnaire-based survey of former

Japanese government scholarship students who studied

in Japan in the 1980s, asking them to recall their experi-

ences of studying in Japan more than 30 years ago and

examining the relationship between their satisfaction

with their experience of studying in Japan, their current

subjective sense of well-being, and important factors af-

fecting the mental health of international students. The

study also considered the role of psychological support

in the context of providing counseling to international

students.

Methods

Participants and Procedures

Eighty-two former Japanese government scholarship

students who studied in Japan in the 1980s. (50 male and

32 female) The survey was carried out primarily by re-

questing participation from 78 international students who

received pre-university training at the Japanese Language

School affiliated with the Tokyo University of Foreign

Studies between 1980 and 1991. These students took part

in Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI)

surveys conducted between 1986 and 1988. In addition to

completing the survey themselves, some students for-

warded the online questionnaire to other former stu-

dents, as a result of which I was able to trace 99 stu-

dents. However, complete responses were received from

only 82.

The countries and regions represented by the students

were as follows, with the number of survey respondents

from each country provided in parentheses. Thailand

(19), Singapore (13), Malaysia (11), Indonesia (9), Mongo-

lia (7), Hong Kong (3), New Zealand (3), Laos (2), Philip-

pines (2), Mexico (1), Brazil (1), Papua New Guinea (1),

Canada (1), Australia (1), USA (1), Japan (2), multiple na-

tionalities (5).

The survey took the form of a questionnaire completed

online over the course of a month from April 22, 2020.

The questionnaire was written in both English and Japa-

nese.

The purpose and content of the survey were explained

to the former students in writing at the time of the initial

approach, and the online survey was carried out having

obtained the understanding and consent of the partici-

pants.



The Mental Health of International Students

J Nippon Med Sch 2021; 88 (5) 477

Ethical Approval

The Ethics Committee of A University (A-2019-008) ap-

proved this study. The study procedures were conducted

in accordance with the ethical standards of the Declara-

tion of Helsinki.

Instruments

The questionnaire was initially completed in Japanese,

then translated into English by a person fluent in both

languages, and then back-translated by another person

fluent in both languages to check for accuracy and con-

sistency between the two versions. The content of the

survey questionnaire used in the analysis was as follows.

The questionnaire consisted of 20 items related to stu-

dents’ lives in Japan during their studies, 10 items re-

lated to levels of satisfaction with having studied in Ja-

pan, and 4 related to current levels of happiness.

At the end of the survey, respondents were invited to

write any further comments they might have about their

experiences in their own words.

The specific contents of the questionnaire were as fol-

lows.

1. Basic background information

Age, gender, nationality, current occupation, details of

study in Japan: period of affiliation with university or

other institution, length of stay in Japan, marital status

(spouse or other partner), financial situation, Japanese

language proficiency (at beginning and conclusion of

study in Japan).

2. Items relating to life as a student in Japan: 20 yes/

no style statements (respondents choose all applicable

statements

(1) Items relating to sense of fulfillment with academic

life, research, and general life in Japan as a student

There were people at my university who supported me

in my studies and/or research/It was extremely difficult

to study and/or pursue my research

(2) Items relating to appetite for study abroad in Japan

At the beginning of my studies in Japan, I was filled

with high hopes/As much as possible, I tried to behave

in accordance with Japanese customs, and to act in ways

similar to Japanese people/I often spent time with my

Japanese friends

(3) Items relating to perceptions of Japanese culture

I felt it was difficult to understand the feelings or

“ways of thinking” of Japanese people/I possessed ade-

quate information about the culture, social systems, etc.

of Japan/I understood the etiquette and various other

rules expected by society in Japan/It was difficult to be-

have in the same way as Japanese people did/The differ-

ences between Japan and my home country, in terms of

living environment and customs, were a source of stress

(4) Items on coping with cultural differences

I felt that the differences between Japan and my home

country were interesting, and enjoyed these differences/

Even though I was aware of differences in customs, etc., I

tried not to dwell on or think too deeply about them/

Whenever I encountered a difficult situation, I attempted

to find different approaches to deal with the problem/I

actively sought to learn more about subjects such as

Japanese culture and custom

(5) Items relating to national or ethnic identity

I often thought of my home country/Even after com-

ing to Japan to study, I continued to eat certain foods

and practiced specific behaviors to maintain the customs

of my home country

(6) Items relating to mental and physical health

Small, relatively-inconsequential things would often

make me irritable or anxious/I often found it difficult to

fall asleep/I often found myself feeling blue, or listless

(losing the energy to actively do things)/I often caught

colds or otherwise felt unwell

3. Level of satisfaction with having studied in Japan

10 yes/no statements (respondents checked all applica-

ble statements)

I am satisfied with having studied in Japan/Studying

in Japan was a significant experience in my life/I often

think back to the time when I was studying in Japan/I

have good memories of studying in Japan/I still have

connections to Japan and/or the Japanese language/I

would like to live in Japan again/After studying in Ja-

pan, my image of the country changed/I did experience

many hardships/difficult moments/I learned various

ways to overcome difficulties/I made Japanese friends

4. Items relating to present level of happiness

The current levels of happiness and well-being was

measured by taking the average score of following four

items from the Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS)15.

I generally think of myself as being 1 (extremely un-

happy) to 7 (extremely happy)/Compared to my contem-

poraries (people of similar age), I believe I am 1 (much

more unhappy) to 7 (much more happy)/In the world,

there are some extremely happy people. Regardless of

the situation they find themselves in, these people have

the ability to find a way to view things in the most posi-

tive way, and to therefore enjoy life. I possess 1 (almost

no) to 7 (many) similar abilities. /In the world, there are

some extremely unhappy people. Although they do not

suffer from depression, they seem to be much more un-
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happy than their situation would warrant. I have 1 (al-

most no) to 7 (many) similar tendencies (to feel un-

happy)

Respondents refer to a seven-point scale and choose

the number that corresponds most closely to how they

feel. The original wordings of the number on the scale

were modified in this study.

5. Open-ended comments

At the end of the questionnaire, respondents were in-

vited to write any further comments they might have

concerning their time studying in Japan in their own

words.

Statistical Analysis

The results of the survey were analyzed as follows:

1. The relationship between life as a student in Japan

and satisfaction with study in Japan was analyzed by us-

ing Fisher’s exact test.

2. The relationship between life as a student in Japan

and current subjective well-being was analyzed by using

Welch’s t-test.

3. The relationship between personal attributes and sat-

isfaction with study in Japan was analyzed by using

Fisher’s exact test.

4. The relationship between personal attributes and

current subjective well-being was tested by using one-

way analysis of variance.

Results

Relationship Between Life as a Student in Japan and

Satisfaction with Study in Japan (Table 1)

Fisher’s exact test was used to determine whether there

was any association between responses to the 20 yes/no

statements on life as a student in Japan (where respon-

dents selected all applicable statements), and the 10 state-

ments on satisfaction with study in Japan, to which the

former students responded in the same way.

The study observed a significant association between

the items relating to life as a student in Japan and those

relating to satisfaction with study in Japan.

A significant association was observed between the

statement “I felt that the differences between Japan and

my home country were interesting, and enjoyed these

differences” and six items: “I am satisfied with having

studied in Japan” (OR 4.48, p<0.05), “I often think back

to the time when I was studying in Japan” (OR 5.12, p<

0.01), “I have good memories of studying in Japan” (OR

9.31, p<0.01), “I would like to live in Japan again” ((OR

2.84, p<0.05), “After studying in Japan, my image of the

country changed” (OR 3.74, p<0.05), and “I learned vari-

ous ways to overcome difficulties” (OR 4.85, p<0.01).

A significant association was observed between the

statement “I often spent time with my Japanese friends”

and five items: “I am satisfied with having studied in Ja-

pan” (OR4.14, p<0.05), “I often think back to the time

when I was studying in Japan” (OR 3.37, p<0.05), “I have

good memories of studying in Japan” (OR 7.33, p<0.05),

“I learned various ways to overcome difficulties” (OR

3.52, p<0.05), and “I made Japanese friends” (OR 9.92, p<

0.01).

A significant association was observed between the

statement “At the beginning of my studies in Japan, I

was filled with high hopes” and five items: “I am satis-

fied with having studied in Japan” (OR 4.79, p<0.05), “I

often think back to the time when I was studying in Ja-

pan” (OR 4.46, p<0.01), “I would like to live in Japan

again” (OR 2.65, p<0.05), “After studying in Japan, my

image of the country changed” (OR 5.03, p<0.001), and “I

learned various ways to overcome difficulties” (OR 7.77,

p<0.001).

A significant association was observed between the

statement “There were people at my university who sup-

ported me in my studies and/or research” and five

items: “I am satisfied with having studied in Japan” (OR

3.79, p<0.05), “I often think back to the time when I was

studying in Japan” (OR 3.10, p<0.05), “I have good

memories of studying in Japan” (OR 4.74, p<0.05), “I still

have connections to Japan and/or the Japanese lan-

guage” (OR 3.79, p<0.05), and “After studying in Japan,

my image of the country changed” (OR 2.78, p<0.05).

A significant association was observed between the

statement “I actively sought to learn more about subjects

such as Japanese culture and custom” and four items: “I

often think back to the time when I was studying in Ja-

pan” (OR 3.40, p<0.05), “I have good memories of study-

ing in Japan” (OR5.12, p<0.05), “I still have connections

to Japan and/or the Japanese language” (OR 6.11, p<

0.01), and “After studying in Japan, my image of the

country changed” (OR 5.62, p<0.01).

A significant association was observed between the

statement “Whenever I encountered a difficult situation, I

attempted to find different approaches to deal with the

problem” and three items: “I have good memories of

studying in Japan” (OR 5.53, p<0.05), “I still have connec-

tions to Japan and/or the Japanese language” (OR 9.14, p

<0.001), and “I learned various ways to overcome diffi-

culties” (OR 10.44, p<0.001). There was a non-significant

tendency between “Whenever I encountered a difficult

situation, I attempted to find different approaches to deal
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with the problem” and “I did experience many hard-

ships/difficult moments.”

A significant association was observed between “I un-

derstood the etiquette and various other rules expected

by society in Japan” and three items: “I often think back

to the time when I was studying in Japan” (OR 7.84, p<

0.001), “I have good memories of studying in Japan” (OR

15.45, p<0.01), and “I made Japanese friends” (OR 8.76, p

<0.01).

An association was observed between the ability to re-

spond positively to cultural differences and difficulties

encountered, and a flexible way of looking at things (as

evidenced in the study by statements like “I felt that the

differences between Japan and my home country were

interesting, and enjoyed these differences” and “When-

ever I encountered a difficult situation, I attempted to

find different approaches to deal with the problem”) and

students’ level of satisfaction with their period of study

in Japan. An association was also observed between this

way of looking at things during the period of study in

Japan, agreement with the statements “I learned various

ways to overcome difficulties” and “I did experience

many hardships/difficult moments,” and the student’s

level of satisfaction with study in Japan, showing that

when these students looked back on their time in Japan,

they perceive the situation objectively and positively, in

spite of the hardships and difficulties they had faced.

An association was also observed between students’

understanding of Japanese behavioral norms and a pro-

active willingness to learn and adapt to life in Japan (as

evidenced by statements such as “I actively sought to

learn more about subjects such as Japanese culture and

custom,” “At the beginning of my studies in Japan, I was

filled with high hopes” and “I understood the etiquette

and various other rules expected by society in Japan”)

and the students’ level of satisfaction with their studies

in Japan.

There was also an association between exchanges with

Japanese friends in the university setting (as measured

by responses like “There were people at my university

who supported me in my studies and/or research” and

“I often spent time with my Japanese friends”) and satis-

faction with study in Japan.

No association was found between responses to the

questions about physical and mental health and students’

levels of satisfaction with their period of study in Japan.

Relationship between Life as a Student in Japan and

Current Subjective Well-being

Welch’s t-test was used to determine whether there

was any association between responses to the 20 yes/no

statements on respondents’ lives as students in Japan

(where respondents were asked to check all applicable

statements) and the four questions about subjective well-

being at the time of the survey. The present level of sub-

jective happiness was measured using the Subjective

Happiness Scale (SHS), in which respondents rate their

feelings on a score of one to seven in response to four

questions/statements, and an average of the total is used

as the SHS score.

Subjective happiness scores were higher for respon-

dents who agreed with three statements: “There were

people at my university who supported me in my stud-

ies and/or research” (t (29.62)=2.08, p<0.05), “I felt that

the differences between Japan and my home country

were interesting, and enjoyed those differences” (t (35.05)

= 2.38, p < 0.05),and “Whenever I encountered a difficult

situation, I attempted to find different approaches to deal

with the problem” (t (43.97) = 2.38, p < 0.05). (Results are

shown in Table 2)

Relationship between Gender, Length of Stay, Mari-

tal Status, Japanese Language Proficiency When at Be-

ginning/Completion of Studies in Japan, and Satisfac-

tion with Study in Japan

Fischer’s exact test was used consider study whether

there was any association between factors such as re-

spondents’ gender (male/female), length of stay (less

than 1 year/1-2 years/2-3 years/3-5 years/5-10 years/

more than 10 years), marital status: Did you have a

spouse/partner (Yes: lived with spouse/partner/other

family member(s)/Yes: Did not live with spouse/part-

ner/other family member(s)/ No), Japanese language

proficiency when arriving for studies in Japan (almost no

Japanese/a few words in Japanese/daily conversational

skills, enough to allow me to manage everyday life/with

assistance, could study or conduct research in Japanese/

could study or do research in Japanese), Japanese lan-

guage proficiency after completing studies in Japan

(daily conversational skills in Japanese, enough to man-

age everyday life/with assistance, could study or con-

duct research in Japanese/could study or do research in

Japanese), and students’ responses to the ten agree/dis-

agree statements relating to satisfaction with study in Ja-

pan. The results showed a significant association with

gender for one item only: “I am satisfied with having

studied in Japan” (p< 0.05). More men than women re-

sponded that they were satisfied with having studied in

Japan.

A non-significant association, on the level p<.10, was
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Table　2　The Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS) scores by presence or absence of “experiences in student life at the time of study 

abroad”

Yes No
t-value

N Mean SD N Mean SD

There were people at my university who supported me in my 
studies and/or research

59 6.09 0.66 23 5.58 1.00 2.08

I felt that the differences between Japan and my home country 
were interesting, and enjoyed these differences

61 6.05 0.78 21 5.64 0.78 2.38

Whenever I encountered a difficult situation, I attempted to find 
different approaches to deal with the problem

54 6.11 0.69 28 5.64 0.90 2.38

Notes: Only the items that were significant differences of the SHS scores between “Yes” and "No" were extracted.

observed with other items, as listed below.

A weak association was observed between length of

stay and the statement “I did experience many hard-

ships/difficult moments.” Of the students who did not

check the statement “I did experience many hardships/

difficult moments” as applicable, many were in Japan for

a relatively short length of stay (p< 0.10).

There was a weak association between length of stay

and the response “I often think back to the time when I

was studying in Japan.” A higher proportion of students

who had spent five to ten years in Japan marked this re-

sponse as applicable (p< 0.10).

There was a weak association between marital status

(or presence of other partner or family member) and the

response “I would like to live in Japan again.” A high

proportion of people who agreed with the statement “I

would like to live in Japan again” lived with a spouse or

other partner during their time in Japan, while many

who checked this response as not applicable lived apart

from their spouse or other partner during their time in

Japan. (p< 0.10)

Relationship between Gender, Length of Stay, Mari-

tal Status, Japanese Language Proficiency before/after

Studies and Current Subjective Well-being

One-way analysis of variance did not show any signifi-

cant difference for any of these factors.

Discussion

Relationship between Life as a Student in Japan and

Satisfaction with Study in Japan

(1) Awareness of Japanese culture and satisfaction with

study in Japan

The study made clear that students who understood

Japanese behavioral norms, who were prepared to study

proactively to adapt to Japan, who accepted differences

and the difficulties they faced positively, who had a flex-

ible view of things and who were able to perceive hard-

ships and difficulties objectively and positively tended to

express the highest satisfaction with their studies in Ja-

pan. The results of the survey suggest that although we

cannot change the facts in front of us, we can control our

own negative emotions by viewing these facts positively

rather than negatively, and ultimately change our behav-

ior as a result.

Studying in a foreign country involves living in an-

other culture, which inevitably requires international stu-

dents to confront differences between their own values,

behavioral norms, and language and those of the Japa-

nese society around them. This direct contact with an-

other culture in daily life means not only working to un-

derstand the other culture and its people on a cognitive

level, but also dealing with negative emotions including

anxiety, irritation/frustration, and rejection provoked by

this encounter with a foreign culture.

Experiencing the preconceptions presumably shared by

people of another culture, the insufficient knowledge and

information that exists on both sides, and the misunder-

standings, distrust, frictions, and confrontations that can

arise from this, brings a personal experience of the diffi-

culty of understanding and accepting other people and

other cultures. But this is something that many people

experience when they come into contact with another

culture in this type of context.

How a person copes with these situations as they in-

evitably arise varies according to the intercultural compe-

tence of the individual. The results of this study suggest

the importance of this intercultural competence and the

ability it gives a person to discern the different culture it-

self and respond appropriately. I believe that fostering

this ability during the education of international students

will help to support the mental health of international

students in the future.

In terms of mental and physical health, rational emo-

tive behavioral therapy already exists16,17 as a cognitive
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behavioral therapy that intervenes in cognition, emotion,

and behavior. Rational emotive behavior therapy holds

that a person’s behavior is based fundamentally not that

person’s experiences or external events, but his or her be-

lief system. If these are rational beliefs, these can help a

person cope with events in a rational manner, but if a

person is controlled by irrational beliefs, this can lead to

negative and inappropriate thoughts, making it impossi-

ble for the person to make rational decisions and some-

times leading to pathological symptoms. Rational ther-

apy aims to resolve these problems by working to

change the irrational beliefs into rational ones. The basic

idea behind rational therapy therefore coincides with the

basic idea of this study. It is to be hoped that a new ap-

proach will be put in place to help nurture this strength

in settings providing counseling, advice, and support for

international students in the future.

(2) Relationship between friendships and satisfaction

with study in Japan

An association was observed between close relation-

ships and exchanges with Japanese friends and interna-

tional students’ level of satisfaction with study in Japan.

In particular, since having had “people at my university

who supported me in my studies and/or research” is

closely connected to students’ levels of satisfaction with

their period of study in Japan, this type of support

should be regarded as an important aspect of overall

support for international students. Relationships with

Japanese friends also provide a valuable opportunity for

international students to develop a sense of affinity for

Japan and Japanese people. Even if students face hard-

ships, the study suggests that they will still feel satisfied

with their time in Japan and that their experience of

studying here will remain as a positive memory if they

are fortunate in this regard. A number of students also

wrote comments to this effect in the open-ended section

at the end of the survey, noting that their friendships

with Japanese people had been an important aspect of

their experience of study in Japan. By contrast, there

were also negative comments from international students

who had not been able to form close relationships with

Japanese people. Previous research has already raised the

problem of isolation among international students. The

subjects of this study were international students who

came to Japan in the 1980s relatively soon after the Japa-

nese government put forward a plan to bring 100,000 for-

eign students to the country. It cannot be denied that

some Japanese people were unaccustomed to dealing

with international students and uncertain how to extend

a welcome to them. However, similar problems have

been pointed to by studies carried out in recent years18,

and the fact that the same problems still exist more than

30 years later needs to be taken seriously.

(3) Motivation for studies and level of satisfaction with

study in Japan

Previous research on the education of international stu-

dents has shown that factors such as students’ enthusi-

asm for their studies and their motivations in coming to

Japan can also have a significant impact on their mental

health19,20. In the present study, an association was ob-

served between proactive willingness to study in order to

understand Japanese behavior and students’ levels of sat-

isfaction with their studies in Japan. The subjects of the

present study were government-supported students who

had won a Japanese government scholarship; it may be

therefore that the pride they felt in having been selected

made the incentive to learn as much as possible from

their time in Japan more evident than it might have been

with another group of subjects. Additionally, in MMPI

tests carried out on students who came to Japan on gov-

ernment scholarships between 1986 and 1988, prominent

personality traits included extroversion, cheerfulness, and

positivity were observed in general21. It should be taken

into account that this survey was carried out on the as-

sumption that the subject group was likely to share many

of these characteristics.

Relationship between Life as a Student in Japan and

Subjective Happiness

A relationship was observed between the ability to ac-

cept differences and difficulties positively and adopt a

flexible way of looking at things and subjective happi-

ness levels. The Subjective Happiness Scale is a standard-

ized scale, and previous research has shown that higher

SHS scores are associated with higher levels of self-

esteem22. Self-esteem here means living without excessive

anxiety, taking satisfaction in one’s own way of life, feel-

ing pride in oneself, and a sense that one is making a

valuable contribution to society.

Since a high level of current happiness is underpinned

by high levels of self-esteem, and also related to the high

levels of intercultural competence that allowed students

to respond objectively and flexibly to difficult situations

during their time studying in Japan, we can predict that

students who were better able to adapt to a foreign cul-

ture during their time in Japan will tend to have higher

levels of self-esteem.

However, this remains a matter for speculation for

now, since the present study did not measure levels of
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self-esteem at the time of the respondents’ studies in Ja-

pan. It is hoped that the relationship between these two

factors can be further examined in the future.

Relationship between Gender, Length of Stay, Mari-

tal Status, Japanese Language Proficiency at Start and

Conclusion of Studies, and Level of Satisfaction with

Study in Japan

Previous research has often considered the relationship

between attributes such as length of stay and Japanese

language proficiency and satisfaction with study in Ja-

pan, but results have varied from one study to the next.

The present study found a significant association with

gender for one item only, namely the statement “I am

satisfied with having studied in Japan.” (p< 0.05) More

men than women marked this statement as applicable to

their own situation. One reason may be that some

women found living in Japan more difficult because of

Japanese expectations, customs, and conventions relating

to gender norms. The true reasons remain a matter for

speculation on at this stage, however, and there is a need

for further study.

The present study also observed a non-significant ten-

dency of around p< 0.10 for a number of other items.

These included: a weak association between marital

status (spouse or other partner) and the response “I

would like to live in Japan again,” where many people

who said that they would like to live in Japan again

were former students who lived with their spouse during

their studies, while many people who responded nega-

tively to this question had lived apart from their spouse

during their studies. When I was involved in providing

counseling to international students more than 30 years

ago, it was often quite difficult to provide support not

only to the students themselves but also to their families,

and many people had negative opinions about allowing

students to have family members accompany them.

However, the results of this study show that interna-

tional students who brought their spouse with them to

Japan still felt that they would like to live in the country

again now, more than 30 years later. International stu-

dents also have families. The results of this survey sug-

gest that welcoming students’ families to Japan can be an

important factor in maintaining the mental health of in-

ternational students.

Open-ended Responses

Some of the comments that respondents wrote in the

“free comment” section are summarized below.

Although some students said that they had been

helped by Japanese people who had supported them

during their time in Japan (including university faculty,

international student advisors, students acting as what

we would now call “tutors,” and Japanese friends), many

other students wrote that they were unable to make

many Japanese friends, and that international students

often kept to themselves.

These comments support the finding that close rela-

tionships with Japanese people and support had signifi-

cant impact on students’ levels of satisfaction with their

studies in Japan.

Also, many students wrote that they struggled to keep

up with lessons (in Japanese) during their first economic

year. Similarly, some believed that opportunities or

means to learn about Japanese language or culture were

limited, and hoped this would change in the future.

Several students wrote that they experienced problems

as a result of a refusal on the part of real estate compa-

nies and landlords to rent to foreigners. These responses

revealed the dilemma that exists for many international

students, who find it difficult to rent an apartment and

therefore move into a dormitory with other international

students, thereby reducing their opportunities to socialize

with Japanese students. Have these problems been re-

solved today, more than 30 years after the students who

were the subject of the present study came to Japan?

Many issues still remain.

Conclusions

By this study it was proved that the former international

students, those who were able to accept difficulties and

differences they confronted positively and respond to

situations flexibly tended to report higher levels of satis-

faction with their studies in Japan and higher levels of

happiness. These findings suggest that individual psy-

chological factors, such as situation perception and asso-

ciated coping behaviors, have a defining impact on men-

tal health. The findings of this study can make a major

contribution to providing better support to international

students in the future.
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