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The Future of the U.S.-Japan Relationship Hinges on a
Cracking Pipeline—We Are Not Doing Enough

By Tom Mason

The U.S.-Japan partnership is under quiet but real threat. More than a traditional strategic alliance,
its true strength is rooted in decades of intentional people-to-people interactions that have built the
trust and collaboration essential to its success. These connections are nurtured through a pipeline of
programs and experiences that engage Americans and Japanese eatly in their lives.

However, this vital pipeline is now in decline. Funding shortfalls pose a significant threat to our
national and economic security. Without renewed investment, this erosion threatens to undermine
the very foundation of the U.S.-Japan partnership.

The Pipeline

Aspiring U.S.-Japan specialists must gain firsthand experience in each other’s countries, along with
deep expertise and enduring connections, to build meaningful careers in the field. For generations,
these experiences have been developed through study abroad, language education, graduate
programs, and cultural exchange. For Americans, the journey typically begins with a Japanese
language class or study abroad program in Japan, sparking a lasting interest that can lead to teaching
English abroad, deepening cultural understanding, and pursuing advanced studies. This pathway
frequently culminates in careers critical to U.S.-Japan relations in fields like business, government, or
academia. Similarly, Japanese students who study at U.S. schools or universities gain firsthand
exposure to American culture, returning to Japan with a nuanced understanding of the U.S. and
assuming influential roles that shape bilateral relations.

Faults in the Line

Despite its critical importance, the pipeline shows signs of cracking. Enrollment of credit-bearing
Japanese students in U.S. universities has declined by nearly 65% since 2000, while Japanese
language programs at U.S. K-12 schools have decreased due to local budgetary pressures. Long-
established exchange programs are facing funding shortfalls and decreasing participation. Difficult
U.S. licensing regulations for potential language instructors exacerbates the shortage of qualified
teachers. Underfunded Japan-related graduate programs further diminish scholarships and research
opportunities, weakening the next generation of specialists. Compounding these challenges is a
troubling shift in funding from corporations and foundations. Many of these organizations, which
once supported vital programs, are now diverting their resources to trendier initiatives, mistakenly
assuming that the foundational work of U.S.-Japan relations is complete.
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A Step in the Right Direction

Fortunately, both governments recognize the importance of the pipeline for the future of U.S.-Japan
relations. This fall, the first students supported by the Mineta Ambassadors Program (MAP),
administered by the U.S.-Japan Council, began their studies in the U.S. and Japan. MAP, an §$11
million education exchange endowment conceived by U.S. Ambassador to Japan Rahm Emanuel, is
designed to create more opportunities for high school and college students to study abroad in both
countries. Funded through donations from corporations, foundations, and private individuals, this
initiative is more than a symbolic gesture—it represents a strategic investment in the future of the
alliance. Other organizations, such as the U.S.-Japan Bridging Foundation, raise funds annually to
support students with exceptional financial need to study abroad, playing a crucial role in sustaining
the pipeline.

Despite these efforts, much more needs to be done. Thousands of young Americans and Japanese
eager to join the pipeline are held back by insufficient funding. At the Bridging Foundation, for
instance, resource constraints mean only 1 in 5 financially deserving students receive scholarships to
study in Japan. Organizations like the Japan-U.S. Friendship Commission, Sasakawa Peace
Foundation, Kizuna Across Cultures, U.S.-Japan Council, and the Mike and Maureen Mansfield
Foundation, among others, are also doing excellent work to strengthen and diversify the pipeline,
but the need far exceeds current support.

Corporations and philanthropic foundations must increase their support for programs central to the
pipeline. Local school districts should prioritize Asian language offerings given their importance to
national security. The U.S. government should designate Japanese as a critical language across all its
agencies to ensure more Americans are trained to interact with our partners. Strengthening funding
and support for these initiatives is essential not only for the future of the U.S.-Japan relationship but
also for cultivating the trust and collaboration that underpin it.

A Call to Action

Now is the time for governments, corporations, and foundations to take decisive action and increase
their investment in the U.S.-Japan relationship. The need for such investment is clear; the critical
question is whether we are doing enough to sustain the pipeline that will develop the leaders needed
to secure this bilateral alliance for generations to come.

The views exptessed in this publication ate solely those of the authots and do not necessatily teflect the views of
the Maureen and Mike Mansfield Foundation, the program funder, or the otganizations with which
participants are affiliated. The Mansfield Foundation does not claim sole publication tights for the views
contained herein.
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