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Reflections on Mental Health,
Stigma and Cultural Change
in Japan

Anne Phan-Huy

I came to Japan through the Japanese Family
Medicine Program hoping to learn more about
mental health in a different cultural setting than
my own. Especially in Japan where the pull of
tradition and social responsibilities is particularly
strong, I was interested in how culture impacts
the way institutions and individuals seek to
support mental wellbeing. Though I was only
exposed to family medicine practice in Japan,
many of the patients in clinic were also being
seen by psychiatrists or on multiple psychoactive
medications. Some patients came to their family
doctors just to seek counseling. Everywhere

I asked, mental illness was recognized as a
concerning issue in Japan, especially in light of
rising rates of suicide. However, in my experience
as a foreigner probing into local perceptions
about mental health, I received ambivalent
responses on how to define mental illness. On
one hand, the widespread use of antidepressants
and benzodiazepines for depression and anxiety
suggest an overarching belief by the medical
community that mental illness is rooted in
biological dysfunction. Possibly as a consequence
of this, physicians rarely recommended
psychotherapy. Yet among family physicians,

the human need for social support for overall
wellbeing was readily accepted and incorporated
into patient interaction. I witnessed many family
physicians devote a large percentage of their time
with patients addressing social and emotional
concerns of patients and caregivers.

Another common perception I encountered was
that psychological issues arose from a disordered
social environment. This often came along with
the idea that depression was more of a fagade to
mask an individual’s inability to cope with social
distress or a reflection of their nervous personality.
I observed that benzodiazepines was often first
line medication for patients defined as “nervous”
by their providers. This idea of mental illness as a
personality flaw was echoed in my conversations
with Japanese locals who confided in me about

the burden that social expectations can put on
individual fulfillment, but would then ask me,
“Do you think depression is a real thing?” With
an increasing public awareness of mental illness as
a social problem facing Japan, there is a concurrent
lack of clarity about where to draw the line
between mental pathology and basic emotional
turmoil. So when mental health treatment lies

in the domain of either psychopharmacological
intervention or within the confines of the family,
it is unclear where to go for help.

Perhaps the disconnect between the medical
notion of mental illness and more generally
held cultural ideas of mental imbalance as a
reflection of a defect in personality or society
in general is counterproductive to the ability
of the healthcare system to adequately address
mental health needs of the population. Thus
far, national campaigns to raise awareness
about mental illness seem to have done little
to reduce stigma. In my anecdotal experience,
education about mental illness has been unable
to reconcile the biomedical with the social
components that contribute to it leading to
poor public understanding. When faced with
the decision about where seek help for mental
illness, electing for professional help normally
entails medication. For those that struggle with
facing stigmatization, have a medical diagnosis
and treatment may be a way to legitimize their
suffering and escape personal responsibility
for breaking behavioral norms. For others,
however, the medical community’s preference
for the medicalization of mental illness is
at odds with culture. I have been told that,
in general, Japanese society is mistrustful of
biomedicine, which is often felt to be too potent
for the Japanese constitution. For those with
mental health concerns that do not necessitate
pharmacological treatment, there is poor access
to alternative treatments such as counseling or
psychotherapy. The system thus excludes a large
population from seeking professional mental
health services based on cultural attitudes.

Now that popular media has made talking
about mental illness less taboo, perhaps it is
worthwhile to investigate ways to diversify the
types of treatment options available to people.
The integration of mental health and primary
health care may be a good place to start. My

experience has showed me that counseling is
already an important feature in family medical

practice. Family practice doctors in Japan
often see patients in their home and have the
opportunity to see patients over their lifetime.
As mental illness is often seen as something that
needs to be managed within the family and is
often expressed in terms of somatic complaints,
the family doctor’s proximity to patients” home
lives may facilitate communication about mental
health treatment. Primary care providers are
well positioned to identify patients with mental
health issues, shape understanding of mental
illness, and help them navigate social, medical
and psychological components of treatment.
Thus far even basic mental health screening is
not a regular feature in primary care settings in
Japan. Doctors seem to be limited by the time
constraints of seeing a high volume of patients,
and also a lack of training in management for
mood disorders that involve both medication
and psychotherapy. While psychotherapy
exists in Japan, it is usually only available in the
private sector with large variations in quality and
commitment to evidence-based approaches.
People tend to comment on the internalizing
tendency of Japanese society as a reason why
mental illness has become such a severe issue, but
I think that the value placed on social support for
the maintenance of community and individual
wellbeing is an aspect that psychiatry and primary
care in Japan can build upon. I had the opportunity
of meeting several new medical residents during
my rotation in Nagoya’s Minamiseikyo Hospital
who told me that the popularity of psychiatry
as a specialty choice is growing as a response to
recent public outcries against social conditions
contributing to Japan’s mental health problem.
One of the first year psychiatry residents I spoke to
had switched career paths from civil engineering
to psychiatry after his experience volunteering
to help victims of the series of natural disasters
that hit Japan in 2011. His experience witnessing
the psychological trauma inflicted by the events
and the value of social support to survivors
motivated his drastic career change late in his life.
He is an example of how the discourse surrounding
mental illness in Japan may be shifting to mental
wellness as a social responsibility and moreover
can be supported by the medical community.
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Dear Japan Business Scoiety of Detroit Foundation Members,

My name is Dominic Thelen. I am a recipient of the 2017-2018 Academic Year Language
and Culture Program Scholarship. I would like to thank you so much for the scholarship and
the share some of my experience that the scholarship allowed me to have.

Due to your generosity and your great generosity of the scholarship that you awarded
me I was able to not just study the Japanese language and culture at Japan Center for
Michigan Universities, but have experiences during my time that have changed my life and
forever impact how I think about not just Japan and myself, but the world as a whole.

During my time at JCMU I have made a ton of very close friends that I would have

never had the opportunity to meet if I only attended Michigan State University. While
most of them are American I have made a small group of very close Japanese friends that have taught me
more about Japanese language and culture than I would not have learned in class. For example, they have
taught me some Kansai-ben, which is not something you learn in classes. They have also taught me new
vocabulary and different and more natural uses for the vocabulary that I already learned. They helped me
prepare for presentations and essays. I could not ask for a better group of friends. These friends will always
be with me and we have formed a bond that will last a life time.

With these friends I have had cultural experiences that are strictly Japanese and will forever remember.
Over the year we went to Universal Studios Japan, famous onsen in Arashiyama, saw waterfalls, made
homemade takoyaki, went to concerts, and went flower viewing (hanami).

By awarding me this scholarship you have re-sparked my longing to learn the Japanese language
in a whole new way. I cannot thank you enough for the great experience you allowed me to have due
to your generosity.

Sincerely,

Dominic Thelen

JBSD Foundation Thank You

I was awarded the semester scholarship from JBSD to help assist me with the financial costs that
comes with studying abroad. Thanks to the JBSD scholarship, I was able to fulfil one of my
long-time dreams of going to Japan to study. With the money I received from the scholarship,

I no longer had to take out any student loans and I was able to use all of the cash I saved up for
enjoyable things, such as traveling and food. This letter is written with the purpose of thanking
the Japan Business Society of Detroit, while also sharing the experiences that I was able to obtain
thanks to the scholarship I received.

During my time in Japan, I was able to experience a new culture for the first time in my life.
.2 The amount of deep connections I was able to make will be what I look back at as the greatest
present from this adventure. The number of friends I have made is countless. Every person I
met taught me something, whether it was a lesson in life or they just taught me something to
help me with my studies of Japanese. Even though I have returned to America, I still keep in
contact with many of the friends I made in Japan.

The JBSD Foundation scholarship is what made it possible for me to have such an enjoyable
time while not worrying about finances. I will forever be grateful for the experiences that I was
allowed to have because of the JBSD. I came back a different person with a different outlook on
the world and life. Studying abroad was an opportunity for me to discover myself and what I really
— | want to do for the rest of my life. I have JBSD to thank for that.

Travis Coppernoll
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North American International Auto Show 2019
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Royal Oak Beer Fest (Polar Beer Fest)
Royal Oak Farmers Market, Royal Oak
1H19H (L) 7:30pm-10:30pm

e $45 - $65 (VIP)
http://royaloakbeerfest.com
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Zehnder’s Snowfest

Frankenmuth, Ml
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Plymouth Ice Festival
1A11H (£)-138 (A)
Village of Rochester Hills —
Fire and Ice Festival
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Shoplifter

Detroit Film Theatre, Detroit
1H4B(£)-68(H)-11A(&)-138(A)
B —f%$9.50 - > =7 $7.50
www.dia.org/events/shoplifters
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Fox Theatre, Detroit
www.olympiaentertainment.com

e 2H23H 2Cellos

e 3A29H-31H Rodgers + Hammerstein's
Cinderella

e 4H13H - 148 Sound of Music

Little Caesars Arena
e 1B18H-27H 2019 US Figure Skating
Championship
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Japan Business Society of Detroit
42400 Grand River Ave.
Suite 202, Novi, MI 48375
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