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When my father died, my Japanese mother had a smile on her face during the 

entire funeral. When people came up to her to express their condolences, she gave them 
an even bigger smile. When she spoke to them, she often laughed, even when talking 
about heartbreaking things. The Japanese smile irks some Americans and people from 
other countries, who find it puzzling, inappropriate and disturbing. But such behaviors 
that appear so different are often surprisingly familiar.  

My clients are confused by the Japanese smile. Bob described his Japanese staff 
as passive, unresponsive, and even lazy. He called a meeting to light a fire under them. “I 
can see that you are determined to improve productivity by the stack of reports on my 
desk,” he said. “It seems you want me to make all the decisions around here. If this goes 
on I can tell that I’m not going to see much of my family on weekends.” “What was their 
reaction?” I asked him. “They all smiled,” he replied. When nothing happened in the next 
two weeks, he asked his staff why they had not prioritized decision-making processes. 
The Japanese were shocked. 

What had gone wrong? The Japanese staff admitted that they had not understood 
Bob’s sarcasm and so they just tried to be polite. I added that they were probably also 
trying to cover their embarrassment with frozen smiles. When I explained to the staff 
what Bob meant by his remark, they were all surprised. I encouraged them to help Bob by 
telling him when they didn’t understand what he was saying. This simple intervention 
helped explain the situation and smoothed the way to attempts at clearer communication 
styles.  

I was still a child when I realized that my mother’s giggle after expressing sad or 
painful things was a mystery to my American father. Since then it has become my job to 
help explain the cultural dynamics that often confuse and sometimes damage 
relationships. Bob is not the only manager who has become upset with the way Japanese 
hide their feelings behind a smile. Such misunderstandings occur in all kinds of 
organizations.  
 
3 Steps in Negotiating Misunderstandings  
 

In my work, I approach such misunderstandings with a three step model that I explain 
in my book, Multicultural Encounters.  
 

1) Reflect on your own worldview 
2) Reflect on the others’ worldview 
3) Balance these worldviews 
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In step one you acknowledge how you see the world, your values, assumptions, 
and ways of acting. For Bob, examining his own worldview showed him that he liked to 
communicate through sarcasm and expected people to understand it. If they didn’t 
understand, he expected them to say so. He valued open expression of emotions and felt 
that if people are sad, they should act sad; if people are angry, they should express that 
anger in a socially acceptable way. For him, a smile is an expression of pleasure, 
understanding and agreement with what has been said.  

In the second step, you try to see others’ values, assumptions, and ways of seeing 
the world, and how these are similar and different from your own. You try to see that a 
Japanese smile as more than an exotic, enigmatic Oriental puzzle. A smile can be a way 
of hiding embarrassment or shame. Or it can be a way of putting on a brave face, by 
showing that you have transcended the situation. A smile can be an expression of shikata 
ga nai, a phrase that Japanese commonly resort to in times of trouble, meaning that since 
there is no way to change what is happening, one can only change one’s attitude.  

A Japanese smile can be a way of hiding one’s sorrow and pain. Japanese try hard 
not to burden others with their feelings. Meiwaku, or burdening others, is to be avoided 
by dignified people. My mother’s smile at my father’s funeral was the expression of the 
granddaughter of a samurai – a woman taught to smile in the face of death. It is a long 
cultivated etiquette that appears in extraordinary circumstances – in moments of pain, 
shame, and disappointment.  

Bob had never known of the extent to which Japanese are socialized to regard the 
smile as a sign of courage or dignity. Understanding the others’ worldview was a major 
breakthrough for him. 

The third step is to balance or make sense out of what is happening when 
worldviews come together. This difficult process of balancing worldviews is even more 
complex in multicultural situations in which people from many different cultural 
backgrounds work together. In these cases, each person must recognize not only their 
own cultural assumptions, but those of the people with whom they work. They need to 
see not only the differences but also similarities.  

By becoming more aware of the familiarity of the “Japanese” responses, Bob 
realized the way he himself sometimes covered his embarrassment with a frozen smile. 
Seeing the “Japanese” behaviors in himself, helped to make them more natural and 
human. Bob moved somewhat from a position of “us” vs. “them” to one in which he 
recognized that in some ways he was very much like his Japanese colleagues. Differences 
existed, and were important, but were more a matter of degree rather than complete 
divergence.   

Bob decided to be more conscious of his way of communicating with his team. 
He tried to modify his speaking style by talking more simply and clearly without clichés. 
He also openly addressed the situation with his staff by encouraging them to ask 
questions when they were unsure of what he was saying.  

I have found my three step approach much more effective than teaching clients 
cultural stereotypes. That cross-cultural method ignores the crucial step of self reflection 
that leads to self knowledge. Knowing ourselves is necessary for knowing anyone else. 
Learning generalized knowledge about a group of people is helpful but limited in its 
usefulness when confronted with any individual. We must be open to the encounter 
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without allowing stereotypes to interfere with seeing and listening to the person. 
Balancing our awareness of similarities and differences is a constant challenge. 

Another problem with teaching general knowledge about culture is that it 
constantly changes. While the Japanese smile is an accepted social custom and an 
expression of deeply held cultural values, cultures are always in flux and today it is not 
only Americans who are confused by the Japanese smile; even Japanese can be confused 
by the Japanese smile. In other words, not all Japanese are alike! We have to accept these 
cultural complexities and paradoxes too. Like all cultures, Japanese culture is 
continuously evolving and norms and values constantly changing. While stereotyping is 
natural, the most internationally effective managers may be those who can change their 
stereotypes of other nationalities as they interact with them. Cultural knowledge helps, 
but flexibility is required in working with diverse people.  

The Japanese smile is just one example of a cultural behavior that disrupts human 
relations and productivity in a multicultural organization. But working globally is an 
inescapable reality for any organization, requiring a rich mix of employees with varied 
perspectives and experiences. Executives face the challenge of understanding different 
cultures and creating a workplace where differences can be learned from and utilized. 
How well organizations handle the diversity challenge will determine their future. 
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