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Yoshiko wouldn't reveal her son's name, because of fears that her 
neighbors in a suburb of Tokyo might find out. Three years ago, a 
classmate taunted her seventeen·year-old son with anonymous hate 
letters and abusive graffiti about him in the schoolyard. After that, he 
went into the family's kitchen, shut the door, and refused to leave and he 
hasn't left the room since then or allowed anyone in. The family even
tually decided to build a new kitchen and Yoshiko takes meals to her 
son's door three times a day. There is a toilet next to the kitchen, but the 
boy has bathed only twice each year (adapted from a story by Phil Rees, 
BBC News, Sunday, October 20, 2002). 

In this chapter, we will discuss the problem of Japanese adolescents 
and young adults called hikikomon", in which the teenager remains 
isolated in one room at home with limited contact with the outside 
world, perhaps via the internet, and with little or no communication 
with family members. They may make late-night shopping expeditions, 
leaving the home after parents are sleeping and avoiding any face-to-face 
contact with others, or they may not leave at all . The condition can last 
for many months or even years. There are believed to be over one 
million cases of hikikomori currently in Japan, which results in huge 
economic and social losses. In some cases, if parents seek to end the 
situation or force the child out, there can be violent attacks against 
the parents. Many parents are fearful of confronting their children, and 
the children themselves are fearful of other people and the outside 
world. So the problem remains without solution. 

The conventional way of understanding this problem is to assume that 
it resides within the child, and that to alleviate the problem we need to 
find a way to change the child to fit in more with social expectations. 
From a dynamic systems point of view, however, the child is embedded 
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in a network of social relationships in the family and school, and those 
institutions are embedded in the history and current conditions of 
Japanese society and culture. 

According to the dynamic systems perspective, stable patterns of 
social behavior (called consensual frames) emerge from the mutual rela
tionship between constituents. In this case, the constituents are the 
child, the family, and the society. This means that the problems of 
young boys in Japan reflect an implicit consensual relationship between 
the child, family, and society that pennits the problem to be maintained 
as a stable frame in the society (see chapter by Kerr, this book). 

In the case of hikikomon', for example, the child can only remain in his 
bedroom because the parents are a consistent and reliable source of 
money, food, and an internet connection. Therefore, both parent and 
family playa role in supporting and maintaining the problem. In some 
way, although it is not beneficial, this frame may remain stable for long 
periods because it is safe and familiar. Can these problematic consensual 
frames be changed? Yes, but there must be a corresponding change in 
the family and society: the system of relationships must change. This 
means that the parents will need to change their behavior in order for 
the child to change his behavior. And that means stepping outside the 
familiar frame. 

Principles of systems change 

In order to understand how to alleviate this problem in Japanese society, 
it is helpful to examine the process of change over time in social systems. 
Recent research has shown that as the existing consensual frames in a 
relationship begin to change, a variety of additional frames are spon
taneously generated in order to assist the relationship through poten
tially difficult and chaotic times of change. These are listed in table 19.1. 

Bridging frames are useful to help make a developmental transition 
between existing and emerging frames. Typically, bridging frames con
tain elements of both the existing and emerging frames (see table 19.2). 
In the case of romantic relationships, for example, there is typically a 
betrothal or engagement period in between courtship and marriage. The 
bridging frame of engagement contains some elements or components 
of the courtship frame; for example, the couple goes out together for 
enjoyment. play, and without family responsibilities. On the other hand, 
the bridging frame of engagement contains some components of the 
marriage frame because the couple begins talking about their future 
family life, and the in-laws and other family members become more 
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Table 19.1 Frames that are created dun'ng a dynamic systems change 

p=' 
Bridging frames 
Breakdown of existing frames 

Recapitulation frames 

Re-organized emergent frames 

Unit existing and emerging fnr.mes 
Disruption of existing patterns, unstable and 
chaotic 
Return of historical frames that were 
donnam 
New relalionship patterns emerge and grow 

Table 19.2 Bridging frames in a developmental sequence of dynamic systems 
cha'lge 

EXISTING FRAME 
Counship 
Married couple 

BRIDGING FRAME 
Engagement 
Pregnancy 

EMERGING FRAME 
Marriage 
Parenting 

involved in the couple's life. Thus engagement is a bridge between 
courtship and marriage by combining components of both wgether. 

Bridging frames have the purpose of allowing people in a relationship 
to " try out" new ways of relating before committing themselves to 
embark on a newly emergent frame. Engaged couples, for example, can 
"try out" what it feels like to be married before the wedding. Bridging is 
a way of making developmental transitions more smoothly and with less 
fear or trauma resulting from the change. 

Breakdown of existing frames 

In the example of romantic relationships, as the engagement period 
draws to a close and marriage is ready to begin, the counship frame is 
reaching a state of breakdown. In this case, that existing frame has 
reached the end of its useful life and will cease to exist, except in 
memory. In the case of the end of the counship period, the idea of 
breakdown need not have a negative significance if the couple trUly 
wants to get married. The couple and family may greet the end of 
courtship and the beginning of marriage with a celebration . 

In other cases, however, the breakdown of the existing system may be 
unwanted and undesired. Often, when dynamic systems change, there is 
a period of instability or chaos at the time of the developmental tran
sition. This is the case with hikikomori, which may be seen by some 
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people in Japanese society as a loss of me existing frame and a threat to 
the cultural fabric of Japanese society. It may be seen as chaotic and 
threatening. 

Recapitulation frames 

Once the change process has begun, in addition to bridging frames, 
there may occur a brief return (recapitulation) of historical frames in the 
relationship. These are frames that had been well established for some 
period of time and then went through a process of breakdown and loss. 
Often these recapitulated frames seem to have been "forgotten" by the 
system. Yet somehow, the system retains a memory of its past and may 
bring back this older way of relating for a short period of time to help in 
the current developmental change process. 

The recapitulated historical frame is "safe" and "familiar" even 
though it is not a long-term solution. It is brought back because the 
participants feel the need for some security in the face of the uncertainty 
of the impending change. For example, young children under stress will 
"regress" to become more "dependent." A child of six years may seem 
rather happy and independently self-regulated. When that child begins 
elementary school, however, there must be a developmental change 
from relating primarily to the family to expanding into a much larger 
frame of peer and teacher relationships. The child may suddenly and 
unexpectedly show more infant-like behavior such as clinging, having 
sleep problems, crying, or not eating. These behaviors which constitute 
a recapitulated frame will typically disappear once the child has made 
a successful adaptation to school and the newly emerging school 
frame is well established. Uke bridging frames, recapitulated frames 
are temporary, constructed in the service of facilitating change. 

The problems of Japanese youth: previously existing 
consensual frame since the Second World War 

An outline of the existing frame for family communication in Japanese 
society since the end of the Second World War is shown in table 19.3. In 
this frame, parents, especially mothers, were expected to be responsible 
for nurturing children and children were responsible for respecting 
parents. The first-born son and his wife had the further responsibility of 
taking care of his parents as they became older. 

Embedded in all these family relationships was a sense of reciprocal 
amae. Amae is a Japanese word for a type of social relationship in which 
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Table 19.3 Existing consetlSuaJjrames in Japan sj'lce the 
Second World War 

Family factors: 
Nurture of children 
Filial piety by childun and responsibility to parents of first-born sons 
Reciprocal allla, ulationships and non-verbal emotional communicQtion 

School factors: 
Conformity pressure, rejection if different 
Fear of failure 

a person can expect care and indulgence from another. The person who 
wants or expects to receive some care or indulgence acts in a dependent 
fashion, soliciting protection and love from the other. Often, this panern 
is such a familiar part of Japanese interpersonal relationships that the 
person seeking care is acting without consciously being aware of it. 
From the perspective of a person in western cultures, in which such 
dependency is seen as a sign of weakness, the person seeking amae may 
seem childish and spoiled. 

Amae, as well as other patterns of emotional communication in the 
family, is primarily non-verbal, shown in body postures and facial 
expression, and without the need for verbal requests or explanations. In 
order to avoid conflict in the family, negative feelings are typically not 
direcdy expressed. People are admonished to "be happy" with the resuh 
that negative feelings become further suppressed. 

Unlike the home, in which children could expect to be taken care of 
within the amae relationship, in the school setting expectations became 
imposed on the child. These expectations included confonnity and 
encouragement of academic success. Children were expected to follow 
the group in which everyone was expected to be at the same level of 
achievement. Over- or under-achievers were taught to stay with the 
group and not stand apart from it. Children and their parents were also 
under intense stress during times of entrance examinations, in which a 
child's identity depended upon passing or failing. 

Societal changes in the previous ten to fifteen 
years: breakdovvn 

Up until about ten years ago, this existing frame was relatively stable. 
Even though the expectations and responsibilities caused stress for young 
people in school and beginning their families, the level of stress was 
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somehow manageable. This network of mutual expectations, the 
consensual frame, was dynamically maintained in japanese society for 
many years. During the past ten years, however, japan has seen major 
changes, the result of which is to raise the level of emotionaJ stress and 
personal threat to intolerable levels for some individuals. When this hap· 
pens in any social system, it can lead to the breakdown of existing frames. 

Many factors have contributed to this change. Perhaps the main factor 
is the collapse of the so-called "bubble economy." Manufacturing and 
technology faced increased world competition and personal prosperity 
declined. Individuals lost their jobs and the promise of lifetime 
employment vanished in many sectors of the economy. Now the 
developed nations are in a post-industrial era in which personal creativity 
is more valued than uniformity of standards. This demand puts pressure 
on japanese people who are used to not being different from others. 

Another major change is the rapid increase in the use of the internet 
and cellu lar telephones, especially for young people. Those of us who 
did not grow up with these technologies have learned to use them as 
tools to get our work done and [0 stay in touch with the world. For 
children, however, the internet takes up a much bigger place in their 
minds and imaginations. It is not just a tool but a whole world in which 
one can get lost. Some children may take the internet world of chat 
rooms, blogging, and video games as more real than the interactive 
world of living human beings. On the internet, companions can be 
found day and night, more available than any real person in their lives. 
In addition, the internet takes time away from face·to-face interaction, 
physical play and exercise, reading books, and thinking for oneself. 

A final change in the past ten years is a decline in the Japanese birth 
rate to the current one-child family. This no doubt is due to a com
bination of the other factors. Both husbands and wives may be forced to 
work outside the home in order to earn an acceptable family income. 
There is more focus on the self and more fear for the future that may 
keep people from wanting to bring children into these uncertain times. 
The result, however, is an only child who is highly indulged. Irthat child 
is male, there are conflicts between this indulgence at home and high 
expectations for academic performance and for taking care of the par
ents in their old age. 

Breakdown of consensual frames in family 
and school: threat and conflict 

During times of system breakdown, the psychological experience can 
shift from normal to extreme. Research on trauma shows that during 
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times of relatively rapid change, there is an increase in a sense of 
personal threat that can persist for long periods of time. Under the 
extreme sense of threat that comes with system breakdown, the trad
itional Japanese system of emotional communication that is not verbally 
expressed may block chances for mutual understanding and lead to 
extreme fonns of withdrawal from society. 

H ikikom01'-, primarily in males, is one symptom of this breakdown. In 
the absence of reliable systems of verbally communicating wants and 
needs, the adolescent's only perceived option is nearly total withdrawal 
from school and family. Why should Japanese males withdraw under 
stress while females of the same age seek to engage in society in new 
ways with the goal of self-actualization? The explanation for this dif
ference may have to do with the relationship between male children and 
their mothers in the previously existing consensual frame. Male chil
dren, especially the first-borns, have a special responsibility to parents 
and mothers may seek to support their sons for success and not engage 
in any open conflict. 

The mother-son relationship has been traditionally governed by non
verbal expression of amae: when the child acts needy, the mother 
automatically responds with what the child wants. From a western 
perspective, there is a co-dependency in this relationship. When the 
child is under stress and feels threatened, however, amae can take 
increasingly extreme fonns as shown in table 19.4. Acceptable fonns of 
amae reflect a desire for closeness, for needs to be met, and a wish to be 
protected. As the child's unexpressed needs become more extreme, 
however, amae behavior becomes increasingly disruptive. In the most 
extreme cases, it is possible to understand the sometimes violent 
behavior of hikikomon' toward their parents or teachers as a desperate 
anempt to achieve emotional closure and relieve a perhaps intolerable 
sense of personal threat. 

Recapitulation of historical fraDles: hikikomori 
as a uniquely Japanese response to threat 

Even if we agree that male hikikomon' can be explained in part by 
extremes of mother-son amae in the face of a perceived threat, there is 
still a missing part of the picture. School refusal in the US affects both 
boys and girls equally, occurs at all ages, and in all social classes. In 
Japan, school refusal affects primarily males from relatively affluent 
families who are liberal and overprotective so that children can expect 
parental indulgence and financial support. Japanese hikikomon' are typ

ically adolescents who are shy, sensitive, and intelligent. In both Japan 
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Table 19.4 Four levels of Qmae (adapted from 
Behrens. 2004) 

EmOlumol (Acceptable) 
I. Desire for closeness, intimaq, ~ childish" behavior 

/ lIStrnmemo/ (Disruptive) 
2. selfish, clingy, helpless 
3. acting desperate, making deals 
4. violent, abusive, unreasonable demands 
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and the US, the child may withdraw from school because of being teased 
or bullied about being different from the norm but unlike Japan where 
the child becomes isolated from family as well as school, in the US the 
family is seen as a source of support and helps to actively encourage 
school return. 

Perhaps one way to understand why hikikomori is uniquely Japanese is 
to see it as a recapitulation of a "forgotten" historical frame. During the 
period between 1636 and 1854, the so-called Edo period, almost the 
entire island nation of Japan was sealed off from foreign influence and 
foreign travel. It was the period of Shoguns and Samurais. Japanese 
people were forbidden to leave the country and foreigners were violently 
rejected or killed. There was, however, only one place of transaction 
with the outside world at the port of Nagasaki. This point of transaction 
can be considered a bridging frame. In the same way, hikikomon' is a 
closing of the border of the child's world to outsiders with a small bridge 
to that outside world via the internet. In other words, from a dynamic 
systems perspective. the behavior of hikikomori - including extreme 
withdrawal and violent behavior - is a possible recapitulation of the 
existing social and cultural history of Japanese society. 

Possible solutions for hl"hl'komo" ": Japanese 
bridging CraDles 

In contemporary Japanese society, however, hikikomori is not welcomed, 
and parents and teachers would like to find ways to draw young people 
out of their isolation. [n this section, we present some possible bridging 
frames that are based in Japanese forms of emotional communication. 
This means that communication need not verbally name and discuss 
directly the child's fears or concerns. Traditional Japanese forms of 
communication avoid conflict, support nurture and good feelings, and 
are based in appropriate forms of amae. Because the child does in fact 
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feel threatened, it is essential in all the suggested forms of bridging listed 
below, to make the child feel safe and protected even if the sense of 
threat is not directly discussed. 

At the first level of JapmJese bn'dging, communication via the internet 
can be used but in this case with parents, teachers, or peer counselors 
(children from school who are especially trained to reach out to the 
withdrawn children). The internet can be used as a bridge to re-establish 
safe and enjoyable forms of communication with people close to the child . 
Parents and teachers can send messages of greeting or news, without 
talking about the "problem." They can also engage in playing video 
games with the child via the internet. Although this is not typical adult 
behavior, we are arguing that the "problem" is not "in" the child but 
rather "in" the system of communication and relationships which has 
broken down for the reasons given above. Thus, in order for the child to 
change, in a dynamic systems perspective, the adults must also change. 

At the second level of Japanese bridging, parents, teachers, or peers can 
seek to engage in face-lo-face communication with the child. We suggest 
that this communication take place in a safe area within the child's home 
which can be negotiated via the internet at first. This can be a particular 
room of the house, or there can be a temporary shelter built with fabric 
or the use of a camping tent. The child should be allowed freedom to 
choose when to enter and leave, and the communication in the safe 
space should be for play and enjoyment. Mediators from outside the 
family may be useful in facilitating parent--child contact in this safe 
environment. 

Assuming these two levels are successful, a third level of Japanese 
bridging can occur outside the home. This again must involve safe and 
protected forms of playful or soothing communication. Among other 
things, this can include: 

• Relationships with nature, together with other people 
• Relationships with animals (such as pets at home or equine therapy, 

see chapter by Melson, this book) 
• Relationships using Buddhist or Shinto practices (prayer, meditation, 

pilgrimage), two forms of indigenous Japanese religions 

As one example, 20 hikikomon' were brought together to take part in 
"Slow Walk Shikoku 88," organized by New Start, a non-profit 
organization from Urayasu, Chiba Prefecture. This was a long-distance 
pilgrimage between eighty-eight different Buddhist temples which 
brings together hikikomon' for the purpose of sharing a common 
experience and re-engaging with the world via traditional Japanese 
practices. These young people are given gifts, oseuai, from people in the 
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communities along the way. According to the organizers, "Walking 
among the rich nature of Shikoku will revive their bodies, and the osenai 
will revive their spirits. The pilgrimage is a kind of hospital that offers 
the best kind of counseling." 

The fourth level of ]apa'lese bn'dging frames, the final level, is the return 
to school. This can occur in different ways. U the child returns to the 
school that he left, there should be safe areas for relative withdrawal or 
play within the school. This could include internet game rooms, or 
"safe" peer counselors who are trained in emotional communication. 
The school also needs to establish and enforce anti-bullying measures. 
Another possibility is for the child to attend special "free" schools in 
which a safe and accepting environment for learning has been estab
lished. There are a growing number of free schools in Japan. Finally, the 
child can be encouraged to join with face-ta-face communities outside 
the family and school for safe and shared identities of common prob
lems. These could be hikikomon' suppon groups, or they could be groups 
especially for playful and enjoyable activities such as music, an, dance, 
or athletics. 

Possible solutions for hJ'kJ'komon': western bridging 
frames 

Western bridging approaches involve more direct and explicit commu
nication with the child. This is done while still preserving a sense of 
safety and protection. The goal is for the child to talk about his feelings 
and eventually to play an active role in solving the problem of with
drawal. In the Japanese solutions proposed in the previous section, it is 
the family and school that sets the agenda and establishes the bridging 
frames. In the western approach, there is more input from the child and 
more room for the child's autonomy and creativity. 

At the first level of wesurn bnaging frames, some type of challenge is 
presented to the child who is withdrawn. Many kinds of challenges may 
be possible but one is a partial denial by the parents of supplies of the 
child's favorite foods, money, or internet links until the child recognizes 
that he must play an active role to re-establish communication with the 
parents. At this level, the child may be acting out of self-interest, that is, 
talking to parents as a way to get the money, food, and internet. This is 
sometimes called "tough love," because the parent assumes that the 
child is not able to understand his own emotions and needs the chal
lenge to "wake up" and notice that he is pan of a family that loves 
him. Care must be taken to avoid challenges that may incite a violent 
reaction, and outside mediators may again be useful here. 
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At the second level of western bn'dging frames, the parents, teachers, or 
social workers can encourage explicit emotional communication. The 
child is asked to articulate his fears, concerns, and anxieties as well as his 
desires and hopes, Although the challenge to the child may produce 
some resentment or even anger, what is important is the arousal and 
mobilization of the child 's emotions, While this may seem counter
intuitive within Japanese culture, within western society we find that 
only when the emotions are engaged and made explicit can the child 
take the next developmental step toward open and reciprocal emotional 
communication (see chapters by Fogel and by Greenspan, this book). 
This open and reciprocal communication is mutually respectful, 
accepting, and produces a sense of relief in the child because of being 
understood at a deep emotional level. 

At the third level of western bn'dging frames, once the child's emotions 
are mobilized and the child is engaging with others at a developmentally 
appropriate level of shared understanding, children can then engage in 
cooperative negotiations with parents about ideas for returning to 
school. In the western culture, if the child i" allowed to playa role in 
developing solutions to such problems, the child is more likely to make a 
commitment to panicipate in the eventual resolution. 

This sense of personal autonomy, which is one of the traditional 
d istinctions between Japanese and western culrures, fosters a growing 
sense of personal responsibility and respect for others in the process of 
decision making. Again, this may be counter-intuitive from a Japanese 
perspective in which one might think that too much personal autonomy 
causes further isolation and separation from the group, In fact, in 
healthy western families, autonomy is pan of the process of fo rming 
mature and murually respectful relationships with others, Only imma
ture forms of autonomy, such as might be seen in young children or 
people with developmental delays in self- and other-awareness, are 
primarily self-centered, 

Conclusion: a re-organized system of mutual 
relationship changes 

According to our dynamic systems perspective, the problems of 
Japanese youth are not the problems of the children alone but rather 
reflect difficulties in the social systems of fami ly and society, In order to 
achieve change, both the child and the adults must cooperate and invest 
in effons to improve the situation . 

We have presented possible Japanese and western solutions to the 
current crisis in Japan. Japanese solutions preserve existing forms of 
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emotional communication and amae relationships while encouraging a 
retUrn to more traditional roles. Western solutions rely on explicit 
emotional communication and leave open the pathway to the furure as a 
result of cooperative negotiation of solutions between parents and 
children. The goal of both Japanese and western approaches. however, 
is exact1y the same: to find ways of creating supportive. developmentally 
appropriate relationships that allow for personal and societal growth and 
development. 

Although the path [Q the future may be uncertain, the principles of 
systems change may bring some source of comfort. Recall that historical 
recapitulation is always part of changes in social systems. Thus, no 
matter what will happen in Japanese society five or fifty or 500 years 
from now, it will always be Japanese. Japan will never lose its long 
history. and pans of that history will come back (recapitulate) to support 
the people when those parts are most needed . No matter which 
approach is chosen in Japan. it is clear that everyone needs to be 
involved - parents, children, and the community - in order to lead the 
way to create supportive family and school environments for the next 
generation of Japanese children. 
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