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“ W e’ll n e v er b e o n e of t h e m ”: T h e I m p a cts of A c c ult ur ati o n Str at e gi es o n a S e n s e of S elf -c o nti n uit y a m o n g 

Hi g hl y S kill e d T h ai W or k er s i n J a p a n  

W hil e t h e a gi n g p o p ul ati o n iss u e i n J a p a n h as b e c o m e pr essi n g, t h e c o u ntr y h as i n cr e a si n gl y r eli e d o n 

e c o n o mi c mi gr a nt w or k er s t o fill i n t h e s h ort a g e i n w or ki n g -a g e p o p ul ati o n s  ( T a k e hi d e, n. d.). E v e n t h o u g h 

mi gr a nt w or k er s h a v e pl a y e d a si g nifi c a nt r ol e i n t h e J a p a n es e e c o n o m y, t h e et h n o c e ntri c a n d assi mil ati v e 

mi gr ati o n p oli c y r es ult e d i n a n e x cl u si o n ar y attit u d e t o w ar d f or ei g n w or k er s. A n u m b er of s c h ol ar s p oi nt e d 

o ut t h e li k el i h o o d of f or ei g n ers e x p eri e n ci n g h ar d s hi p, es p e ci all y i n t h e pr of essi o n al d o m ai n ( Fr o es e, 2 0 1 0; 

Ki m, 2 0 1 1; H ol br o w & N a g a y o s hi, 2 0 1 6; Ai c hi n g er et al., 2 0 1 7). A mi d st t h e st u di es r e g ar di n g mi gr a nt 

w or k er s i n J a p a n, a tr e n d of dis c u ssi o n of l o w -s kill e d w or k er s pr e v ail e d, l e a vi n g t h e sit u ati o n s of hi g hl y -

s kill e d mi gr a nt w or k er s u n d er st u di e d ( R e d di n g & S c h ott, 2 0 0 3 ; Or b et a, 2 0 1 3). I n t his r e g ar d, t h e 

e x pl or ati o n of t h e a c c ult ur ati o n st u di es c a n a d dr ess t h e g a p s i n t h e pr e vi o u s lit er at ur e, as it will s h e d li g ht 

o n t h e c o pi n g m e c h a nis m a n d t h e i d e ntit y n e g oti ati o n pr o c e ss. T h e i m p a ct of a c c ult ur ati o n o n  t h e c o nti n uit y 

of mi gr a nts’ c ult ur al i d e ntit y is i nt er esti n g b ut u n d er e x pl or e d. I n t his s e n s e, a c c ult ur ati o n h as b e c o m e 

r el e v a nt t o t h e c o n c e pt of s elf-c o nti n uit y, w hi c h r ef er s t o t h e s e n s e of s a m e n ess i n i d e ntit y o v er ti m e. T h e 

f o c u s o n t h e c orr el ati o n b et w e e n a c c ult ur ati o n a n d s elf -c o nti n uit y c a n o p e n u p a n e w r es e ar c h a v e n u e, as it 

t a k es a s o ci o c ult ur al a p pr o a c h t o u n d er st a n d t h e sit u ati o n. A m o n g e c o n o mi c mi gr a nt w or k er s i n J a p a n, T h ai 

w or k er s r e pr es e nt a n i ntri g ui n g r es e ar c h s u bj e ct f or t w o r e a s o n s. First, pr e vi o u s s c h ol ar s o nl y e x pl or e d t h e 

sit u ati o n of ill e g al a n d l o w -s kill T h ai mi gr a nt w or k er s  i n J a p a n. S e c o n d, T h ai a n d J a p a n es e c ult ur es b e ar 

b ot h si mil ariti es a n d dis p arit y. T h er ef or e, t h e d y n a mi cs of a c c ult ur ati o n a n d s elf -c o nti n uit y d u e t o s h ar e d 

a n d c o ntr a di ct or y c ult ur e v al u es ar e w ort h e x pl ori n g.  

As f or t h e a c c ult ur ati o n, t his r es e ar c h a p pli e d B err y's ( 2 0 1 9) a c c ult ur ati o n str at e gi es m o d el w hi c h h as b e e n 

wi d el y a c c e pt e d a m o n g mi gr ati o n a n d i d e ntit y s c h ol ar s ( S ulli v a n et al., 2 0 0 7; S c h w art z et al., 2 0 1 0; B ur n ett -

Z ei gl er et al., 2 0 1 3; C h o y et al., 2 0 2 1). A c c or di n g t o B err y, a n a c c ult ur ati n g i n di vi d u al m a y o pt f or f o ur 

diff er e nt a p pr o a c h es of a c c ult ur ati o n, n a m el y assi mil ati o n, i nt e gr ati o n, s e p ar ati o n, a n d m ar gi n ali z ati o n. 

E a c h a p pr o a c h c o n c er n s t h e d e gr e e t o w hi c h a n i n di vi d u al affili at es wit h t h e h o st a n d h o m e c ult ur e. 

Assi mil ati o n r ef er s t o t h e sit u ati o n w h e n a n i n di vi d u al n e gl e cts t h eir h o m e c ult ur e a n d a d a pts t h e m s el v es 

t o t h e h o st c ult ur e. I n c o ntr ast, s e p ar ati o n is a p pli e d w h e n a n i n di vi d u al m o stl y i nt er a cts wit h p e o pl e fr o m 

t h e s am e c ult ur es a n d r ej e cts t h e h o st c ult ur es. I nt e gr ati o n is a str at e g y f or t h o s e w h o m a n a g e t o a c c e pt b ot h 

h o st a n d h o m e c ult ur e e q u all y. A c c or di n g t o t h e pr e vi o u s r es e ar c h, i nt e gr ati o n w as c o nsi d er e d t h e m o st 

a d v a nt a g e o u s str at e g y w h e n it c o m es t o t h e i d e nt it y n e g oti ati o n pr o c e ss. O n t h e c o ntr ar y, m ar gi n ali z ati o n 

is t h e l e ast h e alt h y a n d m o st pr o bl e m ati c w a y of a c c ult ur ati o n b e c a u s e it i m pli es t h e sit u ati o n w h e n a n 

i n di vi d u al d o es n ot affili at e t h e m s el v es wit h a n y c ult ur e. As a c c ult ur ati o n d e als l ar g el y wit h i d e ntit y 

n e g oti ati o n, it r es o n at es wit h s elf -c o nti n uit y. As t h e c o n c e pt ori gi n at es fr o m t h e s o ci o p s y c h ol o gi c al fi el d, 

n o n e of t h e pr e vi o u s s c h ol ar s e x pl or e d t h e s e n s e of s elf -c o nti n uit y t hr o u g h c ult ur al i d e ntit y. R el yi n g o n t his 

c o n c e pt u ali z ati o n, t his r e s e ar c h i d e ntifi es t h e pr e v aili n g a c c ult ur ati o n str at e gi es of hi g hl y s kill e d T h ai 

w or k er s i n J a p a n a n d e x pl or es its i m p a ct o n t h e s e n s e of s elf -c o nti n uit y.  

I n t er m s of m et h o d ol o g y, t his r es e ar c h a p pli e d a ut o bi o gr a p hi c al m e a ni n g -m a ki n g as a m et h o d t o i n v esti g at e 

t h e s e n s e of s elf-c o nti n uit y. T h e eff e cti v e n ess of t his a p pr o a c h is e vi d e nt fr o m pr e vi o u s s elf -c o nti n uit y 

st u di es ( H a b er m as & K ö b er, 2 0 1 5; C a mi a & Z af ar, 2 0 2 1). A ut o bi o gr a p hi c al m e a ni n g -m a ki n g is b asi c all y 

a m e a n s of n arr ati v e c o n str u cti o n t h at ill ustr at es t h e e xt e nt t o w hi c h a n i n di vi d u al c a n m a k e m e a ni n g of 

t h eir p ast e v e nts a n d i d e ntiti es, es p e ci all y i n t er m s of t h eir c o ntri b uti o n t o t h eir pr es e nt i d e ntiti es. Lif e -li n e 



drawing is also adopted in this research as a visual representation and guideline of the narratives (Park, 
2019). Even though the narratives from the autobiographical meaning-making directly illuminate self-
continuity, the life stories of Thai migrants are also expected to encompass their migration experience and 
trajectory, which shed light on acculturation. In this sense, acculturation in this study is specific to the 
orientation into host and home cultures. The multiethnic Identity Measure or MEIM survey (Phinney, 2010) 
was also modified and applied to investigate the sense of cultural belonging through numeric data. The 
participants in this research are 18 male and female highly skilled Thai migrant workers who have worked 
in Hiroshima city for at least one year. Other sociodemographic attributes include age, marital status, and 
Japanese proficiency.  
 
Drawing from the interviews with the participants, this research suggested three major findings. First, 
integration prevails as the most preferrable and advantageous acculturation strategy. Despite similarity in 
the acculturation approach, the patterns of integration varied and can be classified into three paradigms; 
assimilation to integration, strategic switch between assimilation and integration, and consistent integration. 
Second, the participants can safeguard their self-continuity due largely to integrative approach of 
acculturation. It is evident that the engagement in Thai community and personalization of Japanese identity 
for self-development nurture the sense of self-continuity. Finally, Thai workers can smoothly acculturate 
and gain social acceptance on the condition that they follow Japanese social norms and values. The last 
finding illustrates that Japan is still on its way to transforming itself into a multicultural society. Especially 
in the work domain, migrant workers are expected to follow and personalize Japanese identity for the sake 
of acculturation, which indicates that the discourse of cultural diversity has not yet been appreciated.  
 
This research entails some limitations. To begin with, the number of 18 participants is considered too small 
to generalize the findings. Moreover, all the participants bear similarities in their sociodemographic 
characteristics. In addition, the lack of voices from Japanese people may indicate bias in the study. The 
expansion of participants number with more diverse backgrounds, as well as the narratives from the 
interview with Japanese people can address the research gaps. Based on the major findings, however, this 
study makes three major contributions. First, this study exemplifies the application of an interdisciplinary 
approach to explore identity concepts through social contact theory. This approach to study differs from the 
prevailing trend in self-continuity studies. Therefore, future studies can apply a similar approach, which 
will extend scholarly discussion. Next, this study can provoke thoughts and broaden the perspectives among 
the scholarly community about the changeability and fluidity of Thai cultural identities. Finally, Japan has 
recently expressed its intention to make the society more multicultural, especially through the 
implementation of a multicultural coexistence policy at the prefecture level. To support this initiative, the 
findings from this research feature insights and voices from migrant workers, which will be helpful for 
decision-makers to design and implement policies in the workplace that foster respect for cultural diversity. 
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