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Abstract

Title: Needs of Hikikomori individuals (Socially Withdrawn Individuals) and Social Work:

Case Studies in Hikikomori Support Practice

Haru Fukuzaki

This paper poses a question: in the support efforts for cases of hikikomori (severe social
withdrawal), what would be the kind of support that attends to the needs of hikikomori
individuals? Then, from a perspective of a social work practice based on the power
transaction model, new possibilities for hAikikomori support efforts are explored which could
overcome the issues surrounding current efforts.

The first chapter analyzed the current state of hikikomori support efforts and
discussed issues surrounding those efforts.

The number of hikikomori individuals is estimated at 696 thousand nationwide
(Cabinet Office Survey 2010, wherein the count is for broad cases of hikikomori including
those who "go out only when hobby-related errands call for it"). To tackle the issue, various
methods of supportive intervention have been devised and implemented since early 1990s,
each in response to certain challenges posed at the time; e.g. consultations, ibasho (a place
one can belong to), family support, self-help groups, home-visit support, residential-style
support and employment support. By 2013, the efforts have expanded to include 39 Local
Support Centers for Hikikomori across Japan. However, the age of Aikikomori individuals,
the length of Arkikomori period, and the age of parents of Aikikomori individuals are all on
the increase, indicating ongoing issues of prolonged hikikomori conditions and aging of
hikikomori individuals and their parents (KHJ Parents Association 2005-2013, Aoki 2010).

According to a Cabinet Office survey (2013), the current support efforts for
hikikomori cases were found not to be effectively carried out for the benefit of Aikikomori
individuals, in 5 aspects: 1) co-operation between support organizations, 2) network-building,
3) sufficiency of support, 4) matching of support, 5) setting of goals (what to aim for in the
support efforts). What was common among inadequacies in these 5 aspects was the failure
to attend to the needs of Arkikomori individuals themselves. Given such a state of current
hikikomori support efforts, at Katatsumuri Gakusha (Snail Schoolhouse), a support
organization established by the author, a needs-based support practice for hikikomori
individuals has been carried out and seen certain positive results (2012). However poor
reproducibility was a challenge posed by this particular support method.

Therefore in chapter 2, as an attempt to increase reproducibility of the needs-based



support practice at Katatsumuri Gakusha, case histories were analyzed. The power
transaction model (Kadota, 2000) was adopted as an analysis perspective. This was because
the model had the same view of "support" as that of Katatsumuri Gakusha, which focuses on
"assessing the individual's needs and conducting supportive interventions that attend to
those needs". In this model, power is defined as "an ability to influence the environment to
satisfy one's own needs", and the state where this power is lost is defined as the state of
"powerlessness". The model calls for assessment of the needs of the individual in the state of
powerlessness, and supportive interventions in terms of advocacy, empowerment and service
coordination.

When two cases at Katatsumuri Gakusha were analyzed from this model's perspective,
it was proved that hikikomori individuals had actually been in the state of powerlessness.
It was also found that not only the assessment of the concerned individual's needs but also
the support method at Katatsumuri Gakusha could be understood in line with this model, in
terms of advocacy, empowerment, and service coordination. The model was originally
proposed for school social work practices, but going beyond the realm of schools, it proved to
be applicable to hikikomori social work practices as well. The hikikomoriindividual was in
the state of powerlessness in relation to society in Case I, and in relation to school in Case II.
In both cases, the social work practice based on the power transaction model that attends to
the needs of the Aikikomori individual was found to be effective.

Moreover, the case studies at Katatsumuri Gakusha indicated a possible resolution of
the 5 issues surrounding current hAikikomori support efforts mentioned in chapter 1.
Regarding the issues of 1) cooperation between support organizations and 2)
network-building, even without formal cooperation between support organizations,
substantive cooperation and network-building became possible when the social work
practice "made assessments and managed the whole process, having a comprehensive vision,
grasping flows and changes along the way so as to enable the person to receive the support
that fits her/his will" (Suzuki, 2004). And the issues of 3) insufficient support and 4)
mismatching of support were resolved by assessing the needs of Arkikomori individuals and
conducting the supportive interventions in line with those needs. The issue regarding 5)
setting of goals was also resolved as the hikikomori individuals began to be able to have
clear goals in their own mind, in the process of fulfilling their small needs one at a time.

Incidentally, in both Case I and Case Il at Katatsumuri Gakusha, it was found that the
individuals had been in the state of powerlessness even before they became a Aikikomori.
This posed a further question: is this peculiar to the cases at Katatsumuri Gakusha, or are
many hikikomori individuals actually in the state of powerlessness before they become

hikikomoris?



To address this question, in chapters 3 and 4, an interview survey was conducted of 4
persons with past experience of Aikikomori, to analyse when in life they had fallen into the
state of powerlessness. This survey also aimed to explore 1) the relationship between the
state of powerlessness and the state of Aikikomori, by examining whether the individuals
had received appropriate support in line with their needs at the time they had fallen into the
state of powerlessness, and 2) the kind of support that would have been necessary if one
were to support those individuals to improve the state of powerlessness. Chapter 3
described the method of conducting the interview survey, and chapter 4 summarized the
survey result. The same perspective for analysis as that of chapter 2, i.e. the power
transaction model, was used here.

The survey result showed that although the 4 persons with Aikikomori experience
differed in their sex, age, family structure and present circumstances, they had all been in
the state of powerlessness before they became hikikomoris. It was indicated that the state
of powerlessness was caused not only by the interpersonal relationships but also by
structural reasons. It was further found that as a result of being forced to stay in the state
of powerlessness, they had been caught in a vicious circle: they lost confidence in themselves,
which led to suppression of their needs, which in turn led to inability to clarify their own
needs, making them no longer able to fulfill their needs.

There are multiple factors which hindered them from receiving appropriate support.
One of the major factors is that the kind of support needed to help them had been
non-existent in the society at the time. Also, from such comments as "I didn't know I had a
choice to consult for help" and "I didn't know where to consult for help", it became apparent
that there is a need for awareness-raising activity to increase perceptions of the availability
of support.

Chapter 5 drew conclusions and made proposals for the Arkikomori support efforts. In
this paper, the social work practice based on the power transaction model was found to be
useful in supporting hikikomori cases. The main characteristic of this model is grasping
the needs of the individual in question, and this is above all the most important. In order
to achieve this effectively, a good relationship with the supporting person is vital, while the
allowance to change one's mind easily, the provision of a variety of choices, and creative
ways of asking questions are also necessary. The needs of the individual do constantly
change in relation to people or society and as s’he goes through various experiences.
Therefore it is also important to be flexible when attending to the needs.

The method of supporting the individual's needs is through advocacy, empowerment
and service coordination. Advocacy was carried out between 1) the individual and her/his

family members, 2) the individual and her/his school, and 3) the individual and society. In



relation to family members, the hikikomori individual was empowered and her/his needs
could be fulfilled, when supporting person attended to the hikikomori person's needs,
communicated to family members the meaning/benefit of being a hikikomori from the
hikikomori person's standpoint, and requested the family's cooperation. In relation to
school, a structural issue emerged; because the school is the party that carries out what the
supporting person advocates, whether or not the school accepts the advocated proposals
became the issue. In relation to society, the hikikomori individual her/himself conducted
advocacy towards people s’he came into contact in society. In addition, Higuchi (2008) has
pointed out the lack of availability of social benefits i.e. financial or social services for
hikikomori individuals to sustain their life, and suggested the need for advocacy toward
government bodies. Finally, starting of awareness-raising activities in primary school
education was proposed, to promote easy access to care and support for Aikikomoris; the
SOS (Sign of Suicide) Program which has been implemented in US secondary and high
schools was given as an example of similar initiatives.

As for empowerment, the most important form of empowerment is the interaction
which affirms the Aikikomori individual's existence and current conditions. To this end,
the supporting person will need to listen to the hikikomori person's needs without any
preconceived goals about the support efforts. The hAikikomori individuals can also get
greatly empowered when they get acquainted with ex-hikikomori people who are now
enjoying their lives. The future calls for more places that allow communication and
interaction between Aikikomoris, ex- hikikomoris, or family or community members willing
to support lives of hikikomoris, such as self-help groups and ibasho (places one can belong
to) in which there is no such assumption that everyone has to get employed someday and
"leave the nest".

What is vital in service coordination is never to make the service coordination an end
in itself. Especially in conducting service coordination which is in line with social demands,
e.g. starting school, getting employed or gaining communication skills, the social work needs
to be carried out with extra care. Because many hikikomori individuals have relatively
strong sense of societal norms, it is all too easy for them to refrain from saying "no" and be
caught up in circumstances, resulting in service coordination not matching the individuals'
characteristics. When the service coordination fails to work for them, hikikomori
individuals blame themselves for failing/not living up to expectations of family or people
around them. The experience then becomes yet another "failure", an experience of defeat
that has repeated itself so many times. When the experience of defeat is recurred by the
very support efforts, hAikikomorr individuals easily end up despairing over having new

experience or over life at large. Therefore, in coordinating services, one must always be



attentive to the hikikomori person's needs, and empower the person, observing the impact it
has on the person, examining its sustainability, and dealing with changes carefully so as not
to turn the person's attempt into another experience of defeat. At the same time, it is
necessary to assess the influence the service coordination will have onto the family members
and/or other people, and share expected outcomes with the hikikomori person and the family
members.

As seen above, the hikikomori social work practice has various aspects specific to the
hikikomori condition, while attendance to the needs of Aikikomori individuals is central. It
can be said that the Aikikomori social work practice is a support effort tailored to each
hikikomori individual according to her/his characteristics, and in tune with her/his life. As
we have seen in chapters 2 and 4, hikikomoris and ex-hikikomoris all have different
personalities, go through different inner experiences in time and space and at each given
situation hold their own ideas and wishes about themselves, their families, society or life at
large. Toward a possibility for hikikomori social work practice that closely stands by the
hikikomori individuals, I would like to make two proposals. First is the realization of
life-time support. In order to carry out a seamless social work practice, instead of
age-oriented social work practices which are separately carried out in kindergartens,
primary schools or secondary schools, I would like to propose a social work practice that
takes a person's whole life as a unit in time. Another proposal is the realization of the
support which relates to all facets of one's life in community. Instead of purpose-oriented
social work practices which are separately carried out at schools, hospitals or companies, I
would like to propose a social work practice which takes a person's everyday life sphere as a
unit in space. The hikikomori social work practice that closely stands by each individual
would be possible, when the social work practice based on the individual's needs could be
conducted assuming the time and the space of a person living her/his life as the time- and
space-frame of support efforts. Towards the possibility of such social work practices, I shall

continue to further my explorations and researches.
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