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Chapter 1: Introduction
	 In 2010, the Japanese government launched 

a five-year resettlement program1 to accept 30 

Myanmar2 refugees each year from a Myanmar 

refugee camp in Thailand (Cabinet Secretar-

iat, 2013). Since Japan has long been interna-

tionally noted as a country reluctant to accept 

refugees, this decision pleasantly surprised the 

international community. 

	 The first group of resettlement refugees, five 

families comprising 27 Karen refugees, arrived 

in September and October 2010. The second 

group, four families comprising 18 Karen refu-

gees, arrived on October 29, 2011 (Cabinet Sec-

retariat, 2013). 

	 The first group of resettled refugees par-

ticipated in a 180-day Settlement Support 

Program, organized by the Refugee Assistance 

Headquarters (RHQ) in Tokyo. The refugees 

completed the program in March 2011, and 

then two families consisting of 12 refugees 

moved to Togane-shi, Chiba prefecture, where 

the parents began working on a leafy vegetable 

farm. The other three families, 15 refugees, 

settled in Suzuka-shi, Mie prefecture, and work 

on a mushroom farm (Cabinet Secretariat, 

2013). 

	 The second group of resettled refugees 

completed the Settlement Support Program 

on March 2, 2012, and all four families moved 

to Misato-shi, Saitama prefecture. The hus-

bands from all four families began working at a 

shoe-making factory in Tokyo, while the wives 

work for a linen supply service. Local govern-

ment and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) provide support, such as Japanese 

language classes for the families (Cabinet Sec-

retariat, 2013). 

	 However, a year after the first group moved 

to Chiba, they faced difficulties integrating into 

their new lives. The adults quit their jobs at 

the leafy vegetable farm citing low salary and 

harsh working conditions (Nakagawa & Furuta, 

2011). Other than their jobs, they complained 

about an insufficient integration support sys-

tem and anxiety about their futures, especially 

their children’s futures (Watanebe, 2011). They 

felt insecure because they sensed gaps between 

what they had heard about Japan and the Jap-

anese resettlement program and their actual 

experience (Nakagawa & Furuta, 2011). After 

quitting leafy vegetable farming, the families 

moved to Tokyo. Both the husband and wife 

from one family obtained jobs there, while only 

the husband from the other family is working 

(Fujisaki, 2012a). 

	 In the third year of the pilot program (2012), 

three families comprising 16 refugees partici-

pated in a pre-departure orientation program. 

However, all of them declined resettlement in 

Japan, citing insecurity about life there (Fruta, 

2012). As the forth group, four families com-

prising 18 refugees, and as the fifth group, five 

families comprising 23 refugees came to Japan. 

In addition, the Japanese government has 

decided to continue the program to accept 30 

Myanmar refugees every year, from Malaysia. 

(Ministry of Foreigh Affairs of Japan, 2014).

	 As the conditions described above indicate, 

refugees face difficulties with social integration 

under the Japanese resettlement program. This 

paper aims to improve the current resettlement 

program by examining the reasons behind 

these difficulties and suggesting solutions on 

the basis of perspectives of the refugees and 

their support providers.

	 At the present time, this study is the only 

study that focuses on the perspective of the 

resettled refugees, both the first and second 

groups, as well as of their service providers 

through interviews and participant observa-

tions. This reveals an anthropological macro 
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perspective that is necessary to improve the 

integration support system for resettled refu-

gees in Japan.

Section 2: Purpose and Hypothesis
This study primarily determines the require-

ments for the social integration of the resettled 

refugees in local communities within Japan.

	 There appear to be significant differences 

between the support provided to the two fam-

ilies of the first group in Tokyo and the second 

group in Misato, which cause the gap in the 

degree of social integration. This paper investi-

gates the causes of these differences. To exam-

ine this hypothesis, the analysis must consider 

the perspectives of the resettlement refugees 

and their support providers. In addition, exam-

ining this hypothesis might lead to findings 

that enable the improvement of Japan’s support 

system for the resettlement program.

Section 3: Methodology
This study employs a qual itative research 

method based on personal interviews and liter-

ature reviews. 

	 The author interviewed the resettled refu-

gees in Tokyo and Misato, researchers, NGO 

workers, Japanese teachers, and other Myan-

mar refugees. In addition, the author partic-

ipated in a Japanese language program with 

the second group of resettled refugees and 

tutored a high school student living in Tokyo. A 

majority of the interviews were conducted from 

November 2012 to March 2013. A list of the 

main interviewees is displayed in Tables 1 and 

2:

Table 1. Resettled refugees

Year arrived
Resi-
dence

No. of 
children

Other information (as of March 2013)

Family A
2011

 (second group)
Misato 3

Only family that lives in a different building than 
others in the Misato apartment complex. The old-
est among the second group. The oldest child from 
the family is a fifth grader; she is also the oldest 
child in the second group.

Family B
2011

 (second group)
Misato 2

The husband is the most fluent in Japanese in the 
second group. 

Family C
2011

 (second group)
Misato 4

The husband is facing difficulties with his work. 
Two children attend an elementary school, and the 
other two attend a nursery school. 

Family D
2011

 (second group)
Misato 1

The youngest family in the second group. The wife 
recently quit her job. 

Family E
2010

(first group)
Tokyo 3

Moved from Chiba to Tokyo in September 2011. 
The husband works as a mover, and the wife works 
at a cleaning factory. The oldest child (whom the 
author tutored for one month) is in the final year of 
junior high school.

Family F
2010

 (first group)
Tokyo 5

Moved from Chiba to Tokyo in September 2011. 
The husband works for a construction company, 
and the wife gave a birth to a girl last November. 
The family receives public assistance.
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Table 2. Support providers

Sex Position

City officer A Female
A city officer in Misato who organizes the Japanese language teaching 
program for resettled refugees.

City officer B Male
A city officer in Misato who organizes the Japanese language teaching 
program for resettled refugees.

Volunteer A Male
The leader of the Misato International Association. He organizes the sup-
port for the second group. 

Volunteer B Male
A member of the Misato International Association who has participated in 
the Japanese language program since October. 

Volunteer C Female
Not a member of the association, but participates in another language 
teaching group in Misato. She has been involved in support for resettle-
ment refugees from the initial stages. 

Volunteer D Female
A member of the association who is also involved in support for the reset-
tlement group from the initial stages. 

Volunteer F Female
A member of the association who often cares for the refugees’ children 
during the program.

AJALT A Female

A veteran Japanese language teacher with over 20 years of experience in 
teaching Japanese to refugees. She is involved in the six-month Settle-
ment Support Program for both the first and second groups of resettle-
ment refugees. 

AJALT B Female A Japanese language teacher who taught the second group of refugees.

	 The author visited Myanmar refugee camps 

in Thailand (Mae La and Umpiem Mai camps) 

in August 2011 and interviewed Japanese NGO 

workers in the camps and Myanmar refugees. 

	 Further, reviewing the “Refugee Resettle-

ment: An International Handbook to Guide 

Reception and Integration” by UNHCR as well 

as literature related to social integration is an 

important part of this thesis.  

Section 4: Theoretical Framework
	 To examine the research questions, the 

author selected “social integration” as the theo-

retical framework. This paper especially focus-

es on Ager and Strang’s (2004) “Indicators of 

Integration” to avoid a discussion regarding the 

length of the refugees’ stay in Japan as well as 

to establish a common understanding and clear 

evaluation of integration. The Indicator of Inte-

gration enables researchers and policy makers 

to have a common understanding as well as to 

assist them with the planning and evaluation 

of services for refugees (Ager & Strang, 2004). 

The indicator is especially useful when com-

paring the first and second groups of resettle-

ment refugees in Japan, because there is a one-

year gap between them. 

	 According to Ager and Strang, there are ten 

domains grouped under four headings in the 

Indicator of Integrations Framework, as shown 

in the chart below (Ager & Strang, 2004, p. 3).
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Figure 1: The Indicators of Integration Framework <Source: Ager and Strang, 2004, p.3>

	 “Means and markers” contains four domains: 

“Employment,” “Housing,” “Education,” and 

“Health.” These represent major areas of attain-

ment that are widely recognized as critical 

factors in the integration process and can be 

considered the “public face” of integration 

(Ager & Strang, 2004, p. 3). They clearly serve 

as potential means to support integration (Ager 

& Strang, 2008, p. 169). 

	  “Social connections” stresses the impor-

tance of relationships to the understanding of 

the integration process (Ager & Strang, 2004, 

p. 3). It consists of “Social bridges” between 

members of other communities, such as the 

relationship between refugees and their host 

communities; “Social bonds,” which are con-

nections within a community, such as co-eth-

nic or co-religious bonds; and “Social links,” 

which comprise links with the structure of the 

state, for instance, government services (Ager 

& Strang, 2004, p. 4; Ager & Strang, 2008, pp. 

178-181).

	 There are two domains within “Facilitators,” 

which are crucial in the integration process. 

They are “Language and cultural knowledge” 

and “Safety and stabi l ity” (Ager & Strang, 

2004, p. 4).

	 “Rights and citizenships” is the only domain 

within “Foundation.” It represents the basis 

upon which expectations and obligations for 

integration are established (Ager & Strang, 

2004, p. 4). 

	 All the domains are interrelated, and each 

domain may influence the others. In addition, 

the domains do not exhibit a clear “process” 

of integration (Ager & Strang, 2004, p. 4), 

nor do they suggest a hierarchy of their rela-

tive importance (Ager & Strang, 2004, p. 12). 

Moreover, domains and categories can be inde-

pendently chosen depending on the focus and 

conditions of each study (Ager & Strang, 2004, 

p. 10). 

Chapter 2: Provided Support
This chapter explains how the Japanese gov-

ernment organizes the support program for 
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resettled refugees.

	 A pre-departure program is organized for 

the resettled refugees in the Mae La camp. The 

program introduces Japanese lifestyle, culture, 

and language. It is administrated by IOM and 

implemented by AJALT.3

	 After the refugees arrive in Japan, the half-

year resettlement program begins. During the 

program, all the refugees live in one apart-

ment in Tokyo, with one room for each family, 

provided by the Japanese government. The 

program consists of approximately 430 hours 

of Japanese language trainings and 90 hours of 

guidance on Japanese life and vocational sup-

port programs (RHQ). The program facilitates 

refugees’ integration into Japanese society and 

self-sustainable living in Japan (MOFA, 2012b). 

	 After the half-year program, the refugees 

move to a place where they make their own liv-

ing. For six months after moving from Tokyo, 

local integration support is provided, primarily 

by RHQ.

Chapter 3: Research Findings
This chapter examines the social integration of 

the resettled refugees using the indicators pro-

posed by Ager and Strang. 

Section 1: Means and Markers
Employment
-Misato 
Four husbands in Misato work at a shoe-mak-

ing factory in Tokyo. They work six days a 

week, and on most days, they leave their hous-

es at 6 am and return at approximately 9 pm. 

During the busy season, they work until mid-

night. It takes one and a half hours for them to 

commute to work by train from Misato Station.

	 Although al l four husbands stated, “The 

work is hard and difficult,” they also expressed 

positive feelings about the job, especially with 

regard to their coworkers and bosses as well as 

being employed, and they demonstrated high 

motivation for their job during the interview. 

Their comments also show contentment with 

the freedom to choose their jobs

	 The wives of three families work at a lin-

en-cleaning factory in Misato. They work in 

shifts, and they work almost all Sundays, even 

though that is the only day off for their hus-

bands. Some of the husbands express their 

disappointment to have less time to spend with 

their family, while they spent most of the time 

together when they were in the camp.

	 According to the husbands, all their wives 

face difficulties in working because they have 

never worked before. The wife from Family D 

also worked with them, but she quit her job at 

the end of 2012 because it was too difficult to 

maintain both the job and the household. 

-Tokyo
The two husbands l iv ing in Tokyo are also 

employed. The husband from Family E works 

for a moving company, and the husband from 

Family F works for a wrecking company. The 

husband from Family E commented, “It is not 

really difficult because I work only about three 

hours a day.” The husband from Family E works 

five days a week and has most weekends off. 

The husband from Family F works more, occa-

sionally even on Sundays. 

	 Of the two wives in Tokyo, the wife from 

Family E works with the wives in Misato. She 

noted, “Working is hard. I don’t feel like doing 

anything on my day off.” The wife from Family 

F does not work because she gave birth last 

November. Accordingly, Family F receives pub-

lic assistance because of their low income. 

	 All the husbands are employed and indicated 

satisfaction with their jobs during the inter-

views. The husbands’ comments exemplify 
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their contentment with their employment and 

with the freedom to choose their jobs. In addi-

tion, four wives among the six are employed. 

The wives struggle more than their husbands 

because they have not worked previously, and 

they must maintain both their job and the 

household. Except in Family F, all the wives 

earn income. 

	 While the Japanese selection criteria prefer 

those “who would be able to earn their own 

living,” Family F receives public assistance 

because of their low income. From the Japa-

nese government’s perspective, this is a barrier 

to their social integration.  

	 In addition, a relevant source4 informed the 

author that all the husbands in Misato quit 

their jobs in May 2013. As in the case of the ref-

ugees in Tokyo, who previously lived in Chiba 

and who quit their jobs at the leafy vegetable 

farm because of the difficult working condi-

tions, the work ethics of Myanmar refugees 

from the camps may differ from those of main-

stream Japanese society. The refugees find 

it difficult to adapt to the Japanese working 

culture, which takes working hard and long for 

granted, as they were not allowed to work for 

long periods of time in the camps. 

Housing
-Misato
The four fami l ies in Misato l ive in Misato 

Danchi (Misato apartment complex). Each 

apartment has two rooms, in addition to a 

kitchen and dining room. Three families live in 

the same building, but Family A lives in a dif-

ferent building because there was no vacancy 

in the same building. The husband from Family 

A commented, “I feel sad about being a little 

away from the other families, because they are 

like my own family.”

	 While the families are satisfied with their 

housing in terms of the size and condition of 

the rooms, the parents as well as the children 

are having a stressful time adapting to Japa-

nese cultural and situational differences, such 

as the difference in housing. They received 

requests from the residents beneath their 

room to prevent their children from running 

or jumping in the apartment. In addition, the 

wives faced difficulties in learning local rules, 

such as those regarding garbage disposal. 

Moreover, when the refugees moved into the 

apartments, their neighbors were not informed 

that resettled refugees were moving in. 

-Tokyo
The situation of the two families in Tokyo is 

different. Both the families live in an apart-

ment with two rooms, but both complain about 

the size. In particular, the oldest child from 

Family E expressed dissatisfaction with his 

living condition, especially lack of his private 

room. 

	 The children from Family F also complained 

about the size of their apartment room. 

	 The families differ in their satisfaction with 

their housing situations, particularly with 

regard to size. The refugees in Misato were 

satisfied with the size of their residence, while 

those in Tokyo complained about the size of 

their room. In addition, the refugees in Misato 

enjoyed their proximity to the other resettled 

refugees. This also facilitates local integration, 

because it enables mutual assistance among 

the refugees. 

Education
	 Education is especially important for the 

resettled refugees in Japan as they undergo 

social integration. Both children and parents 

of refugees express their expectations for 

better education, which they hard to have a 
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chance while they are in the camps, during the 

interviews. These statements also show the 

refugees’ desire and their joy at being able to 

receive better education. 

-Misato
	 All the school-aged children attend school, 

and the younger ch i ldren attend nursery 

school. All the parents in Misato were grateful 

for this situation.

	 There are five school-age children between 

the first and fifth grades among the Misato ref-

ugees. Their elementary school provides extra 

classes, which teach Japanese and lessons that 

are supplementary to the primary subjects.

	 The parents of the four families in Misato 

have been taking Japanese lessons conducted 

by volunteers from the local community. The 

city collaborated with AJALT to provide pro-

fessional Japanese language lectures for the 

refugees. AJALT B, who has been teaching the 

second group of resettlement refugees since 

the initial six-month program, noted that their 

Japanese is improving. However, the lectures 

are conducted on Sunday, which is usually not 

a holiday for the wives. Thus, the wives have 

fewer opportunities to study Japanese. 

-Tokyo
The two children from Family E attend extra 

classes. The oldest child attends extra classes 

at school, as it provides Japanese language les-

sons for the first year and supplementary sup-

port for primary subjects in the second year. 

The second oldest child from Family E, who is 

in the fifth grade, attends Japanese language 

lessons conducted by a local community volun-

teer group. 

	 The parents from the two families in Tokyo, 

on the other hand, have not received Japa-

nese language support since they completed 

the initial six-month program. AJALT B, who 

helps with the Japanese improvement tests 

that occur approximately every two months, 

observed that, unlike the parents in Misato, the 

Japanese of the parents in Tokyo has not signif-

icantly improved. 

-Common problems
Despite the efforts of the schools, there exist 

problems related to education for the refugee 

children.

	 A serious problem is the children’s pre-pro-

gram level of education. The education in the 

camp considerably differs from that in Japan. 

According to AJALT A, education in the camp 

focuses on language, especially on speaking. 

	 The junior high school student from Fam-

ily E appears to be doing well at school. He 

showed the author his report card, which indi-

cates that his school work is highly evaluated. 

However, the level is not sufficient for the Jap-

anese high school entrance exams. Despite his 

hard work and support from the school and vol-

unteer groups, he failed the entrance exam of 

his preferred high school, which requires only a 

basic understanding of junior high school Japa-

nese. 

	 Another important problem is, the children’s 

ages. The oldest child from Family E began his 

junior year of junior high school at age 17. This 

exceptional measure was taken considering the 

level of education he received in the camp. The 

same measure was taken for the oldest child 

from Family A. Although she was at the age of 

a typical sixth grader, the school assigned her 

to the fifth grade. This special care is impor-

tant because it provides extra time for the 

students to reaffirm previous learned matter 

before moving to higher education. However, it 

also makes integration into their school classes 

more difficult. In Japanese culture, age is often 
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a factor in making friends, especially for ado-

lescents. 

	 Also the high cost of education presents a 

problem. The refugees’ parents worry about the 

cost of their children’s education. 

	 Education is the key factor in social integra-

tion, especially for the resettled refugees in 

Japan. One of their primary reasons for partic-

ipating in Japan’s resettlement program is bet-

ter education for their children. 

	 The importance of special care for resettled 

children is also discussed in UNHCR’s hand-

book for a successful resettlement program 

(UNHCR, 2010a, pp. 259-276). It explains that 

most refugee children and youngsters need 

intensive and targeted support to assist them 

in adjusting to the new school system and to 

redress the effects of disrupted education as 

well as intel lectual and development delay 

(UNHCR, 2010a, p. 266).

	 All the parents showed satisfaction with the 

situation of their children’s education. Never-

theless, the children have highlighted several 

problems: the large gap between the level of 

education in Japan and that in the camp, the 

placement of some chi ldren in grades not 

matching with their age and the high cost of 

education in Japan. 

Health
-Misato
No one from the second group of resettlement 

refugees reported health problems. Support 

providers from the local community assist 

them with hospital visits when required. 

-Tokyo
With help from Japan Association for Refugees 

(JAR) Family F has access to health servic-

es. JAR especially helped when the wife from 

Family F required access to health services 

when she was pregnant. 

	 The wife from Family E has been suffering 

from headaches induced by glaucoma. She 

asked JAR to take her a hospital but they have 

never did.

	 In fact, on the day I interviewed her, she 

independently found an interpreter to take her 

to a hospital. The oldest child from Family E 

mentioned that other Karen refugees occasion-

ally help them with hospital visits. 

	 Most of the resettled refugees do not have 

health problems and have access to health 

services, except the wife from Family E, who 

faced difficulties in accessing health services 

owing to the lack of support. 

Section 2: Social Connection
Social bonds
Social bonds are the connections within a com-

munity that are defined by, for example, ethnic, 

national, or religious identity (Ager & Strang, 

2004, p. 4). Without this sense of identification 

with a particular ethnic, religious, or geograph-

ical community, integration risks becoming 

assimilation. This domain assesses the bonds 

that support the sense of belonging (Ager & 

Strang, 2004, p. 19).

	 All the resettled refugees have connections 

with other Karen refugees and other ethnic 

groups of Myanmar refugees. They are invited 

to every event held by Karen refugee com-

munities, such as New Year events and Karen 

festivals. Further, the resettlement refugees 

exchange phone numbers with other Karen 

refugees and consult them when in need of 

assistance. The oldest child from Family E 

mentioned that his mother often cal ls the 

vice-chairperson of the Karen National League 

in Japan when she needs help. 
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-Misato
In addition to the connections with Myanmar 

refugees in Japan, wives in Misato have strong 

connections with each other. They spend most 

of their time together; go to work together; and 

after they finish, pick up their children from 

nursery school. They help each other and share 

information about what they need for daily life 

in Japan, such as what their children need for 

elementary school. However, their togetherness 

is a concern, as it results in fewer opportunities 

to interact with Japanese mothers. 

-Tokyo
Connections among the resettled refugees were 

observed during the research. Especially, the 

refugee families living in Tokyo frequently visit 

each other. The second child from Family E 

said that she visits the other family in Tokyo 

almost every weekend. In addition, the two 

families occasionally visit Misato, and vice 

versa. 

	 The oldest child from Family E engages in 

religious worship and attends church almost 

every Sunday. He has thus formed many con-

nections within a Christianity community, 

which has helped him learn the Japanese lan-

guage and culture. 

	 Furthermore, the refugees in Tokyo main-

tain frequent contact with Myanmar refugees 

other than the resettled refugees. A Myanmar 

refugee woman, who has been in Japan for 

about 20 years, helped the husbands from Fam-

ilies E and F find jobs and apartments when 

they moved from Chiba. 

	 All the refugees interact with the Myanmar 

refugee community in Japan; these interac-

tions contribute toward their social integration 

into Japanese society. In addition, the resettled 

refugees, especially the wives in Misato, have 

strong connections with each other; this may 

impede social integration. Further, religious 

worship increases the level of integration for 

the oldest child from Family E. 

Social bridges
	 The depth of involvement with the host com-

munity widely differs between the refugees in 

Tokyo and Misato, and it significantly affects 

the social integration of the resettled refugees. 

-Misato
The refugees in Misato have strong connec-

tions with the local community. Support pro-

viders in Misato continue to support the ref-

ugees even after the government’s initial six-

month support period. 

	 Support providers in Misato have a strong 

support system, which has developed over its 

long history as an international city. Misato has 

a large number of foreign residents, especially 

inside the Misato residence complex, where the 

population of 17,259 people includes 5% for-

eigners, primarily from East or Southeast Asia5 

(City of Misato, 2012). 

	 According to an officer of the city of Misato, 

Volunteer A, a board member of the Misato 

International Association, volunteered to sup-

port the resettled refugees after he learned 

that they needed support.6 From June 2012, 

three months after the refugees moved to Misa-

to, the official Japanese language and living 

support have been offered every Sunday, owing 

to the budget provided by MOFA. More than 

five support providers, who have been teaching 

Japanese languages in the Misato residence 

complex, participate in each session. Moreover, 

some of them take care of the refugees’ chil-

dren by reading picture books, playing, and 

helping with the homework of the elementary 

school students. Another four support provid-

ers conduct Japanese language lessons for the 
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parents.7 They often visit the refugees’ rooms 

to ensure that they are not inconvenienced by 

their commute to class. However, this support 

program ended in September 2012. 

	 A fter the government support program 

ended, the support providers voluntary pro-

vided support to the refugees every alternate 

Sunday. Thus, the active involvement of the 

local community appears to be very effective. 

The refugees have learned not only general 

information about Japan but also local informa-

tion and rules from the support providers. The 

support providers, who are mostly women with 

families, possess abundant information regard-

ing local life, such as where to shop, local rules, 

and information about schools. 

	 However, while teaching Japanese to the ref-

ugees, the support providers realized that more 

professional lessons were required because 

they felt that teaching Myanmar refuges is 

more difficult than other foreigners.  Therefore, 

they asked the city hall of Misato.

	 The city hall of Misato accepted the request. 

The municipality requested the central govern-

ment to expand the budget, and Japanese lan-

guage support resumed from October 15 with 

the cooperation of AJALT. City officer A said 

that the program was included in the budget 

for the “Japanese Language Education Program 

for ‘Foreigners as Residents in Japan’” of the 

Agency for Cultural Affairs. The program was 

announced to the general public in response to 

the volunteers’ opinions that the refugees need 

to communicate with a wider range of people. 

The participants primarily consist of Japanese 

language teaching volunteers in Misato, but 

also include some non-experienced Japanese 

teaching volunteers.8 

	 The positive participation of the refugees 

was also observed. Most refugees participate in 

AJALT’s Japanese program, held from October 

to March, as long as their work schedule allows 

it. They talk to the support providers, even 

after classes end, and ask many questions dur-

ing and after the classes. 

	 A mutual intimacy is developing between the 

support providers and refugees. The husband 

from Family D stated, “They [the volunteers] 

are like mothers in Japan. They care about me 

and my family and help us a lot.” The trust in 

Volunteer A is especially remarkable; he plays a 

central role in the support in Misato

	 An RHQ staff member, who understands 

Karen, has been deeply involved in the refugee 

support. She has been supporting the reset-

tled refugees from the beginning and visits 

them almost daily to help address their daily 

life issues, such as reading letters from school. 

When asked about whom they turn to when 

they are in trouble, all the refugees responded 

with her name and Volunteer A. However, RHQ 

terminated her involvement in the support in 

Misato. Many local volunteers expressed their 

disappointment and confusion regarding the 

sudden dismissal, especial ly on such short 

notice. 

-Tokyo
The parents among the refugees who live in 

Tokyo have few social bridges. The only con-

nections they have are with a supporter from 

JAR. Their children, on the other hand, have 

built connections with Japanese communities. 

For example, the youngest child from Family 

E has friends in her elementary school. She 

said that she prefers going out with her friends 

from school as compared with other refugees’ 

children. During the author’s visit to the family 

apartment, her friends arrived and asked her to 

go out. The middle child from Family E attends 

Japanese language lessons outside the school, 

which are conducted by the local community.
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	 The cond it ions of socia l br idges d i f fer 

between the refugees in Misato and Tokyo. The 

local support providers in Misato have provided 

continuous support to the refugees even after 

the initial six-month official support program 

ended. This helps the refugees gain access 

to Japanese language training. In addition, it 

provides them knowledge about living in Japan 

and a sense of belonging to the local commu-

nity. The parents in Tokyo, on the other hand, 

have few interactions outside their ethnic com-

munity, while their children have deeper inter-

actions with their Japanese friends. Thus, seg-

regation of the parents in Tokyo was observed. 

Social links
Social links represent connections with institu-

tions (Ager & Strang, 2004, p. 4). 

-Misato
The refugees in Misato have connections with 

the local government. Volunteer A serves as a 

mediator between the local government and 

refugees. As mentioned in the section on social 

bridges, the Japanese language program by 

AJALT was made available due to his request. 

In addition, the local government actively sup-

ports the refugees. Two officers were always 

involved during the Japanese language pro-

gram that began in October 2012. The officers 

shared not only official information about the 

refugees but also personal information such as 

the children’s performance in school. During 

the program, they revealed their worries about 

the refugee children, as mentioned in the Edu-

cation section. 

-Tokyo
The resettlement refugees in Tokyo do not 

have many social links. Neither RHQ nor gov-

ernments at any level have been involved with 

the refugees in Tokyo since they moved from 

Chiba.  

	 The refugees in Misato and Tokyo have dif-

ferent depths in the domain of social links. In 

Misato, Volunteer A, a local supporter, is the 

link between the refugees and the local gov-

ernment. Moreover, the local government has 

become deeply involved in the integration of 

the refugees. However, unlike the refugees in 

Misato, those in Tokyo do not have connections 

with any institutions. Thus, in this domain, too, 

their segregation is observed. 

Section 3: Facilities
Language and cultural knowledge
These skills facilitate social connections, both 

with other communities and with state and vol-

untary agencies. Cultural knowledge includes 

practical information required for daily life, 

such as that regarding transport, utilities, and 

benefits, as well as customs and expectations. 

In addition, the domain should reflect measures 

of the community’s knowledge of the cultural 

background of refugees  (Ager & Strang, 2004, 

p. 21).

-Misato
The refugees in Misato gain language and cul-

tural knowledge from local support providers 

as well from the AJALT language program. The 

support providers also provide local informa-

tion required for daily life, such as that regard-

ing where to shop and transport. Moreover, 

the refugees demonstrate a desire to learn 

Japanese language and culture. During the 

language programs, they asked many questions 

concerning language and culture. 

-Tokyo
According to AJALT A, the refugee parents 

living in Tokyo have not significantly improved 
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their knowledge of Japanese language and 

culture. AJALT conducts a test approximately 

bimonthly to assess the refugees’ language 

level. During this study, the author had many 

opportunities to talk to the refugees. They 

appear to have less Japanese language compe-

tency as compared with the second group of 

resettlement refugees. In contrast, their chil-

dren learn Japanese language and culture in 

school. Accordingly, the youngest child from 

Family E noted that she finds Japanese consid-

erably easier in daily conversation. 

Safety and stability
Community safety is a common concern among 

refugees and within the broader communi-

ties in which they live. Racial harassment and 

crime erodes confidence, constrains social con-

nection, and distorts cultural knowledge (Ager 

& Strang, 2004, p. 22). 

	 As many refugees noted the kindness of 

most people in Japan, they appear to have had 

no experiences that threaten their safety and 

stability. 

Section 4: Foundation
	 The resettlement refugees are given refu-

gee status, and they are informed that they 

will be granted permanent residency in Japan, 

although they do not know the timeframe for 

this. Thus, Rights and citizenship informs them 

of the relevant details. 

	 This chapter reviews the findings regard-

ing the situation of the resettlement refugees 

in Japan using Ager and Strang’s Indicator of 

Integration Framework. Overall, the local com-

munity of Misato has a more desirable situation 

of support as compared with Tokyo. While the 

refugees in Tokyo, especially parents, show 

indications of marginalization, those in Misato 

show indications of integration into the local 

community. 

Chapter 4: Analysis
As discussed in previous chapters, the reset-

tled refugees in Misato demonstrate more 

indications of social integration as compared 

with those in Tokyo. Reviewing the differences 

between these groups suggests the require-

ments for the successful integration of the 

resettled refugees. 

	 The differences concentrate on the domains 

of Social bridges, Social links, Social bonds, 

and Language and cultural knowledge. Particu-

larly, five factors within the domains indicate 

significant differences. In addition, this study 

identifies three critical factors for successful 

integration, which are not present in the ref-

ugee support in Misato or Tokyo, nor are they 

covered by Ager and Strang’s The Indicators 

of Integration Framework. The following chart 

summarizes these factors:

Table 4: Factors necessary for successful social integration in Japan

Factor Misato Tokyo
Domain in
Ager and Strang’s Indicator

Support coordination in the local community ○ × ○ (Social bridges)

Participation of the local community ○ × ○ (Social bridges)

Active support of the local government ○ × ○ (Social links)
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Continuous language and daily life support ○ × ○ (Language and cultural knowl-
edge)

Proximity of residence ○ × ○ (Social bonds)

Sufficient information from the central govern-
ment

× ×
×: does not exist
(Participation of the central gov-
ernment)

Long-term planning × ×

Flexibility in support × ×

Section 1: Five Factors Necessary for Suc-
cessful Social Integration in Japan
The findings indicate differences between the 

situations of the refugees in Misato and those 

in Tokyo. These di fferences are primari ly 

observed in the domains Social bridges, Social 

bonds, Social links, and Language and cultural 

knowledge of Ager and Strang’s The Indicators 

of Integration Framework, reproduced below: 

Markers
and

Means

Social
Connection

Facilitators

Foundation

Employment

Social
Bridges

Social
Bonds

Social
Links

Safety and
Stability

Rights and
Citizenship

Language
and Cultural
Knowledge

Housing Education Health

Figure 1: The Indicators of Integration Framework
<Source: Ager and Strang, 2004, p.3 and developed by the author>

These differences, particularly the following 

five factors within four domains of Ager and 

Strang’s model, influence the refugees’ degrees 

of integration:

1. Support coordination in the local community

2. Participation of the local community

3. Active support of the local government

4. Continuous language training and daily life 

support

5. Proximity of residence
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Support coordination in the local community
A major difference between the resettled refu-

gees in Tokyo and those in Misato is the exist-

ence of a support coordinator.

	 In Misato, refugee support is coordinated 

through the leadership of Volunteer A. He asks 

local support providers for their support, and 

he arranges meetings with these support pro-

viders to discuss the requirements for the refu-

gee support and to assign roles to each support 

provider. Moreover, he plays a central role as a 

mediator between the refugees and organiza-

tions such as the local government of Misato 

and the employers of the refugees. These activ-

ities facilitate sustainable support for the refu-

gees.

	 However, in Tokyo, the absence of a support 

coordinator causes confusion in the refugee 

support. During the study, confusion among 

the refugees was observed, which was caused 

by the involvement of too many support provid-

ers. For example, two NGOs and a junior high 

school supported the oldest child from Family 

E for his high school entrance examination. All 

the organizations advised him differently about 

what to do for the exams and provided him dif-

ferent texts and homework. This confused him, 

and he felt overwhelmed by the homework he 

was assigned. 

	 As the above example suggests, the refugee 

support system needs a leader to organize sup-

port activities. Especially, as the refugees live 

longer in Japan, various problems will occur, 

and various groups will need to participate to 

address these problems. Therefore, a coordi-

nator is needed to organize support activities. 

The existence of a local leader is also noted in 

the UNHCR’s handbook on resettlement as an 

important factor influencing the selection of 

specific placement communities and the place-

ment of resettled refugees (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 

61).

Participation of the local community
For successful local integration, local com-

munity participation is necessary. During the 

study, the refugees asked supporters and the 

author questions regarding their daily lives, 

revealing that they need help and advice for 

daily living, and that they need someone to 

whom they can easily ask questions within 

close proximity. 

	 In addition, local people possess certain very 

important information (e.g., which health care 

services to use, local rules, and school-related 

information), which can only be obtained from 

them. 

	 Furthermore, most support providers for 

the refugees are volunteers. Local people who 

live nearby and can easily participate are more 

suitable as volunteers for long-term support. 

	 In the handbook on integration, UNHCR 

highlights the importance of the local commu-

nity for successful integration. The handbook 

describes that building community capacity for 

equitable partnership in refugee reception and 

integration involves all sectors of the communi-

ty (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 13). 

Active participation of the local government
Another important difference between the sit-

uation of the refugees in Misato and those in 

Tokyo is the degree of participation of the local 

government. 

	 In Misato, city off icers comprehend and 

share information regarding the situations of 

the refugees with the leader, Volunteer A, and 

other supporters to provide necessary support 

for the resettled refugees. For example, Volun-

teer A realized that the refugee parents needed 

professional Japanese language lessons and 

requested funding from the city of Misato. The 
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city office negotiated with the central govern-

ment, thus leading to the creation of the Japa-

nese language program for the parents. In addi-

tion, city officers who frequently participated in 

the Japanese language program and took care 

of the children during the lesson share infor-

mation about the refugee children with other 

supporters. They realized that the children 

needed educational support and discussed the 

situation with AJALT, including their possible 

role as the local government.

	 Active participation of the local government 

is necessary to supplement what volunteers are 

unable to do, such as provide a budget and for-

mal education. 

Continuous language training and daily life 
support
Continuous language training and daily life 

support (e.g., reading a letter from school) are 

also necessary for the social integration of the 

resettled refugees in Japan. AJALT teachers, 

who have exper ience in teaching non-na-

tive Japanese speakers, including refugees, 

often mentioned the difficulties of teaching 

the resettled refugees in Japan. According to 

the teachers, the resettled refugees in Japan 

require more time to learn Japanese.

	 The refugees in Misato have been receiving 

regular language and daily life support from 

local support providers. They indicated that 

they experienced fewer problems than before 

in their daily lives owing to the language train-

ing and daily life support. This suggests the 

importance of continuous language and daily 

life support for the refugees.

	 The “traditional resettlement countries”9 

conduct long-term language tra in ing and 

explain the importance of language training 

for the integration of the refugees. Further-

more, the UNHCR handbook recommends an 

enriched long-term language training program 

(3–5years) (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 131)

Proximity of residence 
To effectively support the refugees, a certain 

proximity of residence is necessary. The ref-

ugees in Misato live physically close to each 

other, allowing supporters and the local gov-

ernment to gather them in one place to provide 

support. Further, the refugees can share local 

information, help each other, and prevent social 

isolation. 

	 Proximity of residence helps the local com-

munity to provide support to the resettled ref-

ugees. In the case of Misato, most support pro-

viders live in or near Misato Danchi. They have 

easy access to the refugees’ residence, allowing 

them to make daily visits for support activities. 

Furthermore, the Japanese language program 

by AJALT is conducted at a community center 

inside Misato Danchi; therefore, the refugees 

and support providers can easily meet in one 

place. 

	 Proximity of residence is also important for 

the resettled refugees. During the interview, 

the refugees in Misato mentioned the advantag-

es of living close to each other: they can help 

each other and share information about living 

in Japan. Especially, the mothers of the four 

families help each other and share information 

about their children. Not only the refugees in 

Misato but also those in Tokyo often visit each 

other. Thus, to prevent isolation and facilitate 

mutual help, living close to each other is impor-

tant. 

	 According to an RHQ staff member, the 

residences of the refugees are determined 

considering the distance to their workplaces.10 

However, it is also necessary to choose a com-

munity, such as Misato, that has a large number 

of foreign residents and a basic support system 
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for them. Furthermore, selecting a local com-

munity that is willing to accept the resettled 

refugees is also important. The importance of 

choosing an accepting community is also spec-

ified in the UNHCR’s resettlement handbook. 

The handbook explains factors influencing the 

selection of specific placement communities 

and the placement of resettled refugees. The 

factors include partnership potential, such as 

the existence of NGOs, local service agencies, 

and civic or religious organization, to serve as 

partners in supporting newly arrived refugees 

(UNHCR, 2010a, p. 61). 

Section 2: Additional Important Domain for 
Successful Integration in Japan
The four domains are necessary to facilitate 

local integration of resettled refugees. How-

ever, one important domain for integration 

in Japan is not present in Ager and Strang’s 

model: participation of the central government. 

Especially, the following factors derived from 

the absence of the central government’s partic-

ipation makes local integration in Japan diffi-

cult. 

1. Absence of information from the central gov-

ernment

2. Absence of long-term planning

3. Absence of flexibility in support

Th is sect ion ana lyzes these factors and 

explains their importance to the successful 

integration of resettled refugees in Japan. 

Absence of information from the central gov-
ernment
Many support providers stated their frustra-

tion at the lack of information provided by the 

central government, especially in preparation 

for accepting refugees. They commented that 

if the Japanese government provided sufficient 

information, they would be able to provide sig-

nificantly better support to the resettled refu-

gees. 

	 Volunteer A mentioned that he was asked to 

support the refugees by the Japanese govern-

ment in March 2011. However, the government 

did not provide sufficient information about 

the refugees, such as their family situation 

and educational level. Volunteer A faced many 

difficulties, such as how to cope with the refu-

gees’ low competency in Japanese. In addition, 

he complained that the central government 

did not inform him of the budget for training 

courses for “foreigners as residents in Japan” 

until he inquired through the city of Misato. 

	 The AJALT teachers also faced difficulties in 

preparing for the Japanese language program 

for the resettled refugees. They complained 

that the Japanese government informed them 

that the refugees were ful ly educated and 

had English language competency. However, 

the refugees who arrived did not match this 

description. Therefore, the teachers had to 

reconsider the program they had prepared. 

They stated that if given accurate information, 

they could have prepared a considerably better 

program. 

	 As the above examples indicate, the lack of 

sufficient information from the government 

caused confusion in the support activities. To 

provide more effective support to the refugees 

and to help support providers in accepting the 

resettled refugees, the government needs to 

provide accurate and detailed information for 

the service providers. 

Absence of long-term planning
Thus far, the central government has only 

planned a short-term support program for the 

resettled refugees. The Japanese government 

only budgets for an initial half-year program, 

half-year local support, and an extra Japanese 
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language program in Misato. 

	 Both the volunteers and refugees in Misato 

are frustrated because no official support pro-

gram has been budgeted after the Japanese 

language program ended in March 2013. The 

support providers in Misato voluntarily contin-

ued to support the refugees, but the refugees 

require professional training that the volun-

teers cannot provide. Moreover, the refugees 

demonstrate an eagerness to further learn the 

Japanese language culture.

	 Refugee Resettlement: An International 

Handbook to Guide Reception and Integration 

refers to a planned 3–5 years long-term lan-

guage support program  (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 

131). Especially for the resettled refugees in 

Japan who require more time for learning, a 

short-term language program is insufficient. 

Absence of flexibility in support
Absence of flexibility in the support program 

prevents the swift social integration of reset-

tled refugees. 

	 As mentioned in the research findings, an 

RHQ staff member played a key role in sup-

porting the refugees in Misato. However, RHQ 

dismissed her in February 2013 because she 

was overcommitted to the program, which was 

considered inappropriate under the RHQ’s pol-

icy.11 Her sudden departure confused not only 

the refugees but also the other local support 

providers.

	 Furthermore, according to the rules of the 

Agency for Cultural Affairs, only parents are 

eligible for the Japanese language program in 

Misato, which is managed by AJALT. Children 

are not allowed to participate, even though 

they too need to learn Japanese, and they need 

to be cared for by someone during the lessons. 

	 The central government enforces these rules 

on the support providers without considering 

the needs of the refugees. 

	 The absence of these three factors hinders 

the integration of the resettled refugees in 

Japan. The factors, which are necessary for 

social integration, must be addressed by the 

central government of Japan. Therefore, active 

participation of the central government is 

important to the Japanese model of integra-

tion into a local community. This domain is 

not included in Ager and Strang’s Indicators of 

Integration. 

Conclusion
This study examined the requirements for the 

successful integration of resettled refugees to 

improve Japan’s resettlement program. 

	 Based on interviews with the resettled ref-

ugees in Tokyo and Misato and their support 

providers, the degrees of integration between 

the refugees in Misato and those in Tokyo are 

found to be different. The refugees in Misato 

demonstrate better integration compared with 

those in Tokyo. These differences are gener-

ated by the different support provided to the 

refugees. 

	 This study revealed five factors that exist 

in the support provided in Misato but not in 

Tokyo. First, it was found that the coordination 

of support is important to avoid overlapped 

support, which confuses the refugees. Second, 

participation of the local community is impor-

tant to provide daily support. Third, active 

support of the local government is important to 

cover support that cannot be provided by vol-

unteers (e.g., education and budget). Fourth, 

continuous language training and daily l ife 

support enhance integration into Japanese 

society. Finally, proximity of residence allows 

refugees to provide mutual assistance and 

share information as well as allows support 

providers to provide efficient support. 
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	 Furthermore, the study identif ied three 

critical factors for successful integration that 

do not exist in the support provided to the 

refugees in Misato or Tokyo. Moreover, these 

factors are not covered by Ager and Strang’s 

The Indicators of Integration Framework. First, 

an absence of information prevents service pro-

viders from providing efficient support to the 

resettled refugees. Second, long-term planning 

is important for successful integration. This 

is also stressed by the UNHCR’s handbook on 

resettlement. Third, absence of f lexibility in 

support hampers the swift social integration of 

refugees. The central government should not 

enforce the existing rules without considering 

necessary exceptions for the refugees. 

	 It is important to improve the Japanese 

resettlement program and make it comparable 

with other countries’ programs—especially 

that of Finland, which is considerably similar 

to Japan. In Finland, supporting municipalities 

are determined before the arrival of the reset-

tled refugees, who directly settle into these 

predetermined municipalities. The program is 

flexible and creates an integration plan for each 

refugee, which considers their potential for 

integration and needs. The integration support 

continues for three years and includes lan-

guage studies, vocational training, and acqui-

sition of knowledge and abilities required to 

integrate into Finnish society. Even after three 

years, Finnish language learning assistance is 

provided by the municipalities. Other tradition-

al resettlement countries also offer medium- 

or long-term support programs to resettled 

refugees after the refugees have settled in their 

local host community. In addition, many organ-

izations, which are primarily support providers 

to the resettled refugees, such as municipali-

ties, local communities, and/or NGOs, cooper-

ate to provide support. 

	 Upon closer examination of the above facts, 

the author suggests that the fol low ing is 

required for the successful integration of the 

resettled refugees in Japan: First, the Japanese 

government should determine where the refu-

gees settle on the basis of the support provided 

rather than the workplace. It should select a 

community that maintains certain proximity 

among the refugees. Furthermore, the commu-

nity should be able to provide support in the 

form of a leader and support providers. Second, 

the support system after the refugees settle 

into their municipality needs to be strength-

ened. In addition, the network among the 

central government, accepting municipalities, 

support providers, and the resettled refugees 

needs to be developed, along with flexibility 

in support and medium- to long-term planned 

support.

	 However, there are notable l imitations to 

the study. First, its results were derived from 

a limited sample of interviews; the resettled 

refugees in Japan are limited to 45 people. In 

addition, there was limited access to the wives 

in Misato and the parents in Tokyo. Second, 

there were certain difficulties during the inter-

views. The author did not use a translator for 

three reasons: (1) the refugees disliked the 

formal interviews, (2) the Karen refugees had 

limited translating skills, and (3) some Karen 

translators had personal problems with the 

resettled refugees. The author interviewed the 

resettled refugees in Japanese, but their low 

Japanese language competency was an obstacle 

to communication. In addition, the interviews 

were primarily conducted during and after the 

Japanese language support program. There-

fore, what they could and would say might have 

been limited. 

	 Future studies should develop a Japanese 

version of Ager and Strang’s The Indicator of 
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Integration Framework. This study util izes 

their Indicators of Integration as the theoreti-

cal framework. However, there is one important 

domain for social integration in Japan that is 

not included in this model: participation of the 

central government. As explained in Section 2 

of Chapter 4, this domain is important for suc-

cessful integration in Japan. Therefore, a Japa-

nese version of Indicator of Integration must be 

developed and studied.

1	 The term “resettlement program” refers to reset-

tling refugees from one state to another under 

the auspices of UNHCR. 
2	 The author refers to the Union of Myanmar as 

Myanmar in this paper, following the usage of 

terms in UNHCR’s official publication.
3	 Association for Japanese-Language Training
4	 The author interviewed Takizawa on May 18, 

2013.
5	 In Misato, 77% of the foreign residents are East 

or Southeast Asian (calculated by the author)

(City of Misato, 2012).
6	 Author interview with City officer A.
7	 Author interview with Volunteer D.
8	 Author interview with Officer A.
9	 According to UNHCR, this includes Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, the Netherlands, Den-

mark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden, and the 

United States (UNHCR, 2012b).
10	 Author interview of the staff member on Decem-

ber 13, 2012.
11	 The author interviewed her on March 3, 2013.
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