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Introduction

The Look East Policy (LEP) was designed to elevate bilateral relationships
between Malaysia and other eastern countries such as Japan, Korea and
China. Japanese investments in Malaysia had already been established far
in advance of the commencement of the policy in 1982. Pandian et al.
(2021) asserted that bilateral relationships between Malaysia and Japan
started long before the launching of the LEP as Tunku Abdul Rahman,
Malaysia’s first Prime Minister, attempted a negotiation in May 1958
with Japan concerning provisions of developmental aid. Although the
policy was initiated to enhance economic partnership between Malaysia
and the eastern countries, the impact of the policy however, goes beyond
the economic realm. According to the Socio-Economic Research Centre
Report (2012), the LEP can be classified into three categories: change of
structure; change of behaviour; and change in training and improvement.
This indicates the role of the policy was not only apparent in the economic
and technological domains, but encompasses socio-cultural aspects as
well. Socio-cultural here refers to human resources and human relations
development.

This chapter attempts to answer questions such as “what are the
challenges those Japanese expatriates encountered and what kind of values
system are embedded in the effort to overcome those challenges.” It also
explores challenges faced by Japanese who came to Malaysia because they
were expatriated by their company as well as those who came to Malaysia
to explore business opportunities. As defined by Richardson (2021),
expatriates can generally be categorized as those seeking employment
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abroad of their own accord (self-initiated expatriates) and those who are
assigned abroad by their employers in Japan. The discussion elaborates
on cross-cultural adjustment, categorization of Japanese expatriate
personality traits and cultural intelligence, the acceptance by Malaysians
of those expatriates and major challenges faced by these expatriates in
Malaysia.

Cross-cultural Adjustment

The expatriation of Malaysians to Japan and vice versa is mentioned by
Khadijah Md Khalid, Wei, and Suzuki (2015). They stated that the LEP was
implemented in two-fold manner, namely external and internal. External
includes the involvement of non-Malaysians, in this case, Japanese.
Internal involves the in-flow of knowledge or information with respect to
Japanese culture, ethics and values and how these aspects are circulated by
Malaysians to Malaysians. Logically, the implementation started with the
external element. The expatriation of human resources to both countries
can be defined as an external implementation of the LEP. Khadijah Md
Khalid, Wei, and Suzuki (2015) divided the external implementations into
two. First, through the sponsorship of Malaysians trainees to Japan and
second via the flow of technical assistance from Japan to Malaysia.
According to Pandian et al. (2021), this effort is also known as a
strategic exchange of value systems; however in their argument, they
emphasized more on Malaysians expatriated to Japan. Based on the
definition, the strategic value exchange is actually applicable to both
Malaysians expatriated to Japan and vice versa. According to Lai (2017),
from a Malaysian perspective, the LEP was instrumental in reducing the
country’s economic dependency on western countries and in emulating
the economic success of the Japanese in terms of technology, culture and
ethics. On the other hand, the Japanese viewed the LEP as an opportunity
to divert their economic dependency from the US and divesting their
trade and investments into the Asian market like Malaysia, Singapore
and Indonesia. The policy also triggered the Japanese to recalibrate their
oriental identity after decades of pro-western foreign policy. In other
words, the LEP not only enhanced the economic status of both countries
but has become a platform creating a new paradigm in the socio-cultural
realm. Therefore, it is important to highlight that the strategic exchange
of the value system is not limited to economic or technical domains but
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encompasses the socio-cultural sphere as well.

The LEP was implemented externally through the expatriation of
trainees, students, and employees to both countries, and this involved
cross-national interactions. Cross national or cross-border interactions
involve people working and living in another culture and this situation
requires an individual to possess cultural intelligence. Cultural intelligence
is the ability to tolerate ambiguity and to effectively tackle differences
of social and cultural contexts (Arokiasamy & Kim 2020). Black and
Stevens (1989) focused on cultural intelligence among expatriates and
conceptualized their experience in the host country; this is known as cross-
cultural adjustment. The ability to adjust is crucial because it becomes
a determiner of whether the objective of expatriating an individual is
achieved or not. In other words, the ability to adjust in a cross-cultural
context would eventually lead to a secondary adjustment. This secondary
adjustment refers to the ability to cope with strain, job satisfaction and
organizational commitment. When expatriates manage to adjust, they are
then generally better able to focus on work and hence, ensure the success
of their job performance. Thus, it could influence the achievement of a
company’s operation and business success in the host country.

The cross-cultural adjustment concept is based on a proposition that
when expatriates live in a host country, they need to adjust to three facets:
life in general or a daily routine; interaction or socialization; and work.
General life or the daily routine is defined as adjusting to life overall,
such as accommodations, food, cost of living, entertainment, healthcare,
transportation and other essential needs to fulfil their daily routine. For
instance, public transportations such as trains, buses and taxis are the
preferred modes of travel for the majority of Malaysian employees in
major cities. Contrarily, Japanese expatriates commute by private vehicles
due to the driving freedom, tropical climate which can be exceptionally
hot during the day, lack of punctuality and inaccessible in certain areas.
In addition, following the announcement of COVID-19 transition from
pandemic to endemic, most Malaysian companies require returning to the
office, leading to a dramatic increase of public transport demand. This
action has caused many public transports experience frequent breakdowns
due to low operating frequencies pre-pandemic, overcrowding of people
and increased waiting time.

Furthermore, Japanese expatriates often experience difficulties in
adjusting their palates to the wide selection of Malaysian foods. Although
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rice is considered the staple food for both countries, yet there are few
differences between Malaysian and Japanese food in which one may face
a hard time to adjust to the former food’s flavour. For example, one of
?m major dissimilarities between these cuisines is that Malaysians often
include spices in their food whilst Japanese food usually has very little
to no added flavourings. Meanwhile from the context of healthcare

.-mﬁE.ﬁmo expatriates are allowed to receive medical treatments either mm
public or private health institutions. However, private health facilities are
the commonplaces for them due to several factors such as lack of access
to subsidized medical rates in government hospitals resulting in higher
treatment fees. Similarly, Japanese expatriate children may enrol at public
schools as other Malaysian children to pursue their education. Despite that,
they are required to apply for a student pass and undergo cumbersome
mﬂooaﬁdm to ensure their privileges as public-school students. Therefore,
it is a common scenario for the Japanese expatriates’ children to receive
their education in private institutions although paying higher tuition fees
than public schools.

. Interaction or socialization refers to the ability to connect and interact
with the community of the host country for necessities, a host country’s
employees of the same company, or citizens of the host country in any other
capacity beyond the two mentioned. All of this is in relation to terms of
work, adjustments to job responsibilities, work standards and expectations
as well as supervisory responsibilities (Black & Stephens 1989). As
defined above, the ability to adjust is related to individual characteristics or
personality. A study by Arokiasamy and Kim (2020), Ramalu et al. (2010)
and Md. Rosli Ismail (2013) explored individual characteristics such as
emotional intelligence and personality traits. Emotional intelligence is the
M&.EJ\ to control one’s own and others’ emotions and use it to guide one’s
thinking and actions. A study by Arokiasamy and Kim (2020) explored the
boundary condition where emotional intelligence can be activated in a cross-
cultural context. Their study showed that in a cross-cultural environment
w:n emotional intelligence of a Japanese expatriate is relative to o:_EEM
intelligence in social facet and not in general or work facet. In other words
Japanese expatriates in Malaysia are mostly affected emotionally E::u
respect to socializing and interacting with the local populace but this is
not .m_uvm:mi in terms of general living conditions as well as in working
environments. This could be because most of them live in central cities
where public amenities, infrastructure and transportation are among the
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most advanced in the country. The same goes to working environment
where most Japanese expatriates work in a managerial or higher position
in a company, suggesting that they are in control of their own working
conditions, which further suggests a stable emotional condition.

Ramalu et al. (2010) also applied emotional intelligence to measure
the effectiveness of cultural intelligence by exploring the Big Five
Personality traits dimensions to investigate how understanding those traits
could influence the success rate of an expatriate in a host country. They
suggested that, before selecting employees to work in a cross-cultural
environment and providing them with cross-cultural adjustment training,
the human resource department should first investigate everyone’s
personality trait to increase the success rate of expatriating employees.
The Big Five Personality traits are extraversion, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, openness, and neuroticism. Extraversion indicates
inclination towards socialization such as group work and gatherings. They
are sociable and outgoing. Conscientiousness involves traits that indicate
being prone to conform to rules and regulations and they are usually
responsible, hardworking, dependable, and trustworthy. Agreeableness is
associated with helpfulness and being sympathetic of others. Openness
refers to willingness to try new ideas, intelligent, imaginative, and non-
judgmental. The last trait, neuroticism is associated with negative self-
esteem that eventually leads to fear, sadness, embarrassment, anger,
guilt and other negative effects. Their findings explain how extraversion,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness respond positively with
cultural intelligence. Extravert individuals assert themselves and initiate
relationship with host country communities that eventually lead to greater
general adjustments. Agreeableness is positively related to general and
interactive adjustments because the attitude facilitates interpersonal
relationship. Conscientiousness corresponds well to adjustments to
working conditions.

Arokiasamy and Kim (2020) and Ramalu et al. (2010) focused on the
inherent quality of an individual, while Md. Rosli Ismail (2013) focused on
the outward personality of an individual which involves the communication,
interaction with locals and cultural adaptations. Communication skill refers
to language ability while interaction and adaptation refer to behaviours
to interact more with locals by any means. The study established four
personality traits based on the level of both communication and interaction
with locals, namely individualistic, cosmopolitan, provincial, and semi-
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cosmopolitan. Individualistic is defined as expatriates fluent in a local
language (any language spoken by local people); however they are not
interested in interacting with locals. Provincial is defined as an individual
who is not fluent in any local language and not showing interest to interact
and socialize with locals. Cosmopolitan and semi-cosmopolitan refer
to an individual interested to interact with local people and apparently
demonstrate a positive behaviour to adapt to local cultures. The difference
between cosmopolitan and semi-cosmopolitan is language ability.
Cosmopolitans are identified as individuals with a high level of language
ability while a semi-cosmopolitan exhibits low proficiency in a local
language. Based on interview with the expatriates, the study summarized
that cosmopolitan and semi-cosmopolitan personalities could erode the
stereotypical view of a local community towards Japanese expatriates. The
findings suggest that language skills are less important than the willingness
to mingle and interact with people critical qualities in nurturing cultural
intelligence. The findings also assert that only 25% of the respondents
portrayed cosmopolitan and semi-cosmopolitan traits and this led to the
inference that Japanese expatriates have low cultural intelligence or lack
the ability to adapt to other cultures. As previously explained, the stark
contrast between Malaysia and Japan is the composition of its population.
Contrary to Japan, Malaysia is a multicultural country and consists of
people from diverse cultures, races and religions. As such, Malaysians
are believed to be more open to diversity and more familiar with cultural
adaptation as compared to Japanese.

Another factor that deserves attention when discussing cultural
adaptation between Japanese and Malaysians is the history of imperialism.
Malaysia, or Malaya, was colonized by the Japanese in the 1940s. Findings
by Richardson (2021) concluded that events that happened almost 80
years ago do not have a significant impact on contemporary relationship
development. Although imperialism is considered a historical event and
seems irrelevant to contemporary interactions between expatriates and
host nationals, it would appear that contemporary interactions started off
with certain stereotypes that can be traced and developed from historical
events. The stereotype has been discussed by Richardson (2021), Stening
and Everett (1984) and both studies agreed that internalized colonialism or
colonial mentality do emerge among expatriates. One example of colonial
mentality is the sense of superiority. A study by Foong and Richardson
(2008) mentioned that suggestions and opinions of the locals are solicited
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but rarely implemented. More than 80% of their respondents believed that
consensus decision-making is only practised among Japanese managers.
The respondents also commented that the Japanese expatriates are generally
kind, nice and approachable in social contexts; however, the same could
not be said when it comes to work-related contexts. They rarely listen
to local opinions, and even when they do, they do not implement them.
This suggests an inherent sense of superiority among Japanese expatriates
that could probably be derived from a colonial mindset. The Japanese
have their own justification in this matter but before going through that, it
would be fair to investigate the acceptance of Japanese expatriates among
Malaysian local employees.

Malaysian Acceptance of Japanese Expatriates

The human resource departments in local Japanese subsidiaries generally
provide support for Japanese expatriates to adjust and adapt to the local
environment. However, human resource support alone is insufficient
compared to what could be given by the immediate local subordinates or
peers of the expatriates. The immediate local staff could provide support for
Japanese expatriates through advice and suggestions on living conditions,
the local working environment and other crucial matters concerning local
information. Studies by Ng, Ang, and Tee (2015) showed that Malaysians
are generally willing to support Japanese expatriates. The study mentioned
that due to the cultural diversity of the Malaysian population, local
employees tend to exhibit an openness of attributes towards cultural
diversity and hence, an openness to accept Japanese expatriates as their
colleagues.

Two examples indicate their openness attribute. First, the language
barrier is not a factor hindering Malaysian staff from supporting Japanese
expatriates. Although Japanese expatriates may be lacking in linguistics
skills, Malaysians are willing to learn a new language in order to establish
smooth communication with expatriates. Second, although expatriates
receive extra benefits in terms of monthly, housing, and family support
allowances, the inequity does not affect local support from employees
towards Japanese expatriates. Local staff seem to accept that some people,
in this case Japanese expatriates, should receive extra remuneration and
benefits due to their circumstances.
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In addition to their openness attributes, Malaysian local staff could also
be considered as being opportunist in their support of Japanese expatriates
if they see it as a path for personal and career growth. Japanese expatriates
here generally are of managerial levels, and therefore, other than being
receptive to diversity, the influence of managerial individuals towards
a local employee’s career path could also contribute to the acceptance
by those local employees. While supporting Japanese expatriates, the
local staff could be foreseeing career growth thus, capitalizing on their
relationship with the expatriates.

Issues and Challenges Faced by Japanese
Expatriates in Malaysia

Based on the abovementioned premises, the following section discusses
contemporary issues faced by Japanese expatriates in Malaysia. These issues
were noted through interviews conducted with Japanese expatriates. These
expatriates consist of both self-initiated expatriates as well as expatriates
dispatched by company headquarters. After conducting interviews with
almost 30 respondents, it can be summarized that challenges faced by
Japanese expatriates in Malaysia can be categorized into two groups.
First, interactions with different ethnicities require different approaches
or solutions. The second category involves Malaysia’s complicated
bureaucracy and legal system.

Different Ethnicity Different Approach

From the perspective of the socio-cultural sphere, both Malaysia and
Japan are clustered as Asian countries; however, the stark contrast
between the two countries is the composition of the populations. Malaysia
is a multicultural country with a population comprising Malays, Chinese,
Indians and other small minorities. In comparison, Japan is a homogeneous
country where the majority of the population is Japanese with almost the
same culture norms and traditions. Therefore, in an effort to pursue an
inclusive strategic exchange of value as outlined by the LEP, academic
discussion should not only investigate issues faced by Malaysians in
interacting with Japanese but should also include other aspects which
involve the difficulties encountered by Japanese in interacting with
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Malaysians. Hence, this investigation addresses socio-cultural issues
encountered by Japanese expatriated to Malaysia in order to comprehend
the socio-cultural value system among Japanese.

A cross-cultural adjustment approach explores the experiences of
expatriates from three facets: general, interaction and work. Interacting
with local citizens from diverse backgrounds involves adjustment of
two facets namely interaction and work. This is because the significant
issue highlighted by the respondents involves interaction with diverse
local ethnicities in working environments. As personality traits suggest,
openness places high among the crucial attributes that could lead those
expatriates to interact with local employees. Japanese expatriates need to
understand that different ethnicities may need different approaches. For
example, in handling work-related problems, reprimanding a local Chinese,
Malay, or Indian employee could result in three different consequences. A
Chinese employee could continue working as usual after being lectured,
a Malay employee might resign, and an Indian employee could continue
suggesting solutions to the problems despite being criticized. Therefore,
to a Japanese, who is from a homogeneous country where 98% of the
population adheres to almost the same culture norms, interactions with
diverse ethnicity that is common with Malaysians requires them to be
more open and flexible. As suggested by Ramalu et al. (2010), openness is
a personality trait where an individual demonstrates a constant willingness
to explore new ideas, as well as tolerate ambiguity and dissonance.
Expatriates must continually learn the inclination of each ethnicity and
react accordingly. Being open allows the expatriates to be more flexible in
accepting new ideas from peers or subordinates. They must accept the fact
that Japanese expatriates may be experts in technology and know-how, but
that in terms of social interactions, they need to be more accepting towards
the ideas and suggestion of local employees.

Another significant example highlighted by the respondents indicated
that each ethnicity held its own worldview or mind-set. The majority of
the respondents opined that Chinese and Malay colleagues have different
perceptions regarding work commitments. Chinese were described as
more materialistic and willing to sacrifice leisurely pursuits and time with
family to prioritize work while Malay employees seems to have limits
in terms of work commitments. Malay employees highly regard family
time and are not willing to sacrifice that or leisure in exchange for work
commitments. One of the respondents explained that he understands that

Challenges for Japanese Expatriates in Malaysia / 229

this stems from a religious background where Malays are usually Muslim,
and the Islamic teaching seems to emphasize on finding a balance in life
between work, social setting and family. One should not be prone towards
work to the extent that he or she is inclined to abandon the family or
individual social needs. Chinese and Japanese seem to have a common
perspective towards work.

Material gains are crucial in reaching a balance and desirable life.
Although humans strive in balancing work and social life, the approach
however is different. Most respondents admit that they find this matter
as something not easily comprehensible and some said they can only
understand the rationale and accept this if they are willing to ask and discuss
this issue with locals. This willingness to discuss what bothers them is a
trait discussed by Md. Rosli Ismail (2013) who mentioned that expatriates
who have higher cultural intelligence are from the cosmopolitan and semi
cosmopolitan categories. The cosmopolitan categories include those who
often demonstrate efforts to interact with local communities and are very
curious and strive to understand local cultures and traditions. Although
some respondents agree that language skills are crucial in their effort
to adapt to local cultures, the more important aspect, however, is their
willingness to accept new ideas and to experience awkward situations in
order to learn and adapt to another culture.

Malaysia’s Complicated Bureaucracy
and Legal System

The second compelling issue highlighted during the interview is the
complicated Malaysian bureaucratic and legal system. As mentioned
before, Japanese expatriates in Malaysia consist of self-initiated
expatriate and those dispatched by their parent companies in Japan.
Issues with the bureaucracy are usually encountered by the former.
They came to Malaysia to explore business opportunities. Although the
Ministry of International Trade & Industry (MITI) has been designated
to advocate, delegate and implement the LEP and has been supporting
Japanese investors to Malaysia, this is only apparent however with
regard to multinational and large-scale Japanese companies. Respondents
from Japanese SMEs said they found it difficult to set up or establish
their companies in Malaysia due to their lack of knowledge concerning
Malaysian laws and the bureaucratic system. They even complained that
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it proved difficult to look for Malaysian law references as they are only
available in Malay. The respondents also expressed that they felt that
Malaysian laws and regulations seem arbitrary. This may be due to the
discreet handling of clients by Malaysian bureaucracy staff - the so called,
budi bicara or consideration which is contrary to the very strict and rigid
Japanese regulation system.

According to the Companies Commission Malaysia (CCM), Japanese
expatriates are allowed to register for private companies limited by
shares or commonly known as Sendirian Berhad (Sdn. Bhd.) and limited
liability partnerships (PLT) while entities such as sole proprietorships and
enterprises are limited to locals. Further, most government-related matters
require excessive paperwork, arduous processes, strict compliance with
standard operating procedures (SOP) and long processing times. For
instance, the average processing time for an application takes seven to
fourteen working days from the time it is received, meaning that weekends
or weekday public holidays are excluded from the time frame. This is
because Malaysia is one of the countries with many public holidays due to
its multicultural society and many religions. As Islam is the major religion
in Malaysia, Muslims celebrate four annual public holidays and the
remaining holidays are allocated for other believers in addition to federal
holidays.

If the Japanese SME expressed difficulties in understanding
procedures to establish a company in Malaysia or in administrating their
companies according to Malaysian law and regulations, respondents
from multi-national or large-scale Japanese companies also expressed
difficulty with Malaysian law specifically labor laws. Some companies
have been sued by local employers due to unfair dismissal cases. Many
cases involving Japanese companies ended when employers decided to
resort to out of court settlements. This was not because the employer
admitted to wrongdoings but because they felt they could never win the
case due to their lack of knowledge of Malaysian industrial laws. The
respondents admitted that though they hired reputable lawyers in handling
the cases, the companies’ lack of knowledge on local labor laws could be
a contributing factor for weak defences in the court. Therefore, they felt
that it would be more beneficial to settle the case out of court rather than
lose the case and create a public nuisance.
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Different Work Ethics among Japanese
and Malaysians

The Japanese have been accustomed to devoting their time and effort to
complete a task since early childhood, hence demonstrating their strict
work ethics and loyalties. Based on the interviews, Japanese expatriates
described Malaysian employees as impatient in their career development
growth. Although the pay gap disparity could be the main factor for
career or workplace transition, it is observed that job hoppers who have
short stints in organizations often have low understanding of their job
descriptions, fear challenges and lack motivation. Not only that, Japanese
expatriates agreed that several possible factors such as the exam-oriented
education system, peer pressure and social stigma against low salaries may
influence employee in making such decisions. For instance, fresh graduates
are offered higher pay than existing employees due to having additional
qualities such as proficiency in other languages or being skilful in niche
programming language. Nevertheless, they may leave the company after
a few years despite their high performance due to low annual salary
increments, recurring tasks, and burnout. Consequently, a new hiring is
necessary to overcome the shortage of high-quality staff. The managers
are also expected to invest their time in delivering training for new hires
which is time-consuming and ineffective. Hence, this is a continuous
challenge for Japanese managers in maintaining good employee retention
rates and consistency in service quality without neglecting the well-being
of subordinates.

Based on the survey findings on Japanese expatriates, the process of
transitioning and adjusting their leadership styles to Malaysian culture
is another management challenge faced by them. The majority of them
were high-performing employees in Japan; however, they admitted
struggling in building a solid leadership foundation in Malaysia. This
is because every employee possesses unique personalities and perceives
things differently as an outcome of distinctive upbringing. It was
observed that some Malaysian staff demonstrate a desire to learn new
skills and are willing to accept criticisms as part of the learning process
when encountering setbacks. However, this is not the case for most of
Malaysian employees since they are not open to new challenges and
prefer to continue working in the same department until retirement. For
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example, a Japanese manager is required to review the performance of
two subordinates for future promotion. The assessment results show that
both staff performed well and met their key performance indicators (KPI)
targets. Nonetheless, the manager has to choose only one as the best
candidate to fill the offered position based on fair judgement. In the end,
the manager will select the most promising staff who is willing to step out
of their comfort zones, being persistent and able to demonstrate positive
leadership. This is because if the opportunity is given to the wrong
person, the additional new experiences may cause stress and eventually
low productivity.

Conclusion

One of the main objectives of the LEP is the strategic exchange of value
systems between Malaysia and Japan. The LEP was initiated to provide
Malaysians with inspiration from developed countries in terms of ethics
and values. Other than western countries, these developed countries
are specifically eastern countries. The values are not limited to merely
economic and technological value exchanges but the overarching goal
encompasses socio-cultural values as well. Although the LEP’s initial
objective was to provide Malaysians with useful and meaningful values
and ethics learned from the Japanese, it has also proven to be useful from
the perspective of the Japanese as well. In exploring the challenges of
Japanese expatriates in Malaysia, the most significant values that can be
learned by both Malaysians and Japanese involve cultural intelligence and
cross-cultural adjustments.

This discussion on the challenges faced by expatriates may not
only be applicable for Japanese dispatched to foreign countries, but are
also critical for Japanese remaining in Japan as well. Interviews with
the respondents suggested that the Japanese are still new in terms of
receptiveness towards cultural diversity, and expatriating Japanese to
host countries may be a strategic method to train them to accept cultural
diversity. Japanese national issues deriving from low infertility rates have
forced Japan to be more open to foreigners. The decreasing population
weakens Japanese economic prospects and one way to overcome this is
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to accept foreign employees and students. Eventually, since Japan has
been a homogenous country for a long period of time, the Japanese may
need to begin adjusting to the issue of developing cultural intelligence
to safeguard their country’s future. The LEP is not only for Malaysians
to emulate Japanese ethics and values, but has become a platform for
Japanese to learn and inculcate acceptance of cultural diversity from
Malaysians.




