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The young woman from Japan Airlines (JAL) became involved in our dilemma only because she spoke a bit more English than her colleagues. We – that is my 82- and 81-year-old parents, my daughter, granddaughter, niece and I – were in Tokyo’s Haneda Airport with a bit of a problem. Our connecting flight to Hiroshima had been canceled, and the airport there closed, by a threatening typhoon. We were stuck, and none of us spoke Japanese. A request to the Japan Airlines check-in desk person for someone who could speak English produced the young woman. She spent the better part of two hours helping us.
We considered rescheduling the flight for the next morning and finding a place to stay in Tokyo. But JAL wouldn’t cover the lodging, and there was no guarantee Hiroshima’s airport would be open in the morning. So the woman worked to get us a cash refund (worth more than $1,000) for our canceled Hiroshima flight and helped us to book reservations on the Shinkansen (aka the “bullet train”) instead. Throughout all of our interactions, she maintained a bit of a bow, was unfailingly pleasant and patient, and moved at a pace closer to a run than a walk whenever she left or approached us.
Wanting to express our appreciation for her time and effort, we thanked her repeatedly and naively attempted to press a 5,000 Yen (about $65) note into her hand. The look on her face approached that of horror. Waving her hands in a vigorous gesture of “no-no-no,” she backed away, still bowing and quickly recovering her pleasant demeanor.
That was my family’s first experience with Japanese customer service but certainly not our last. Throughout our 10-day stay in this island nation on the far side of the globe, we encountered a level of customer service that was as impressive as it was consistent. Employees stand in the doorway of the Shinkansen car and bow to the people in the car before entering. At the far end they turn and bow again before leaving. Taxi cab drivers and streetcar operators wear white gloves. Taxis are clean and bright with passengers’ seats covered by a white-crocheted fabric encased in plastic. Left-rear (curbside) doors are opened and closed by the driver. Store clerks are pleasant, attentive and quick to help the foreigner fumbling with the unfamiliar Yen coins. It is not uncommon to see counter clerks wearing white protective masks; in most instances, I was told, they were doing so to keep their respiratory ailments to themselves.
Japanese service comes with a smile and a bow. At the first hint of a problem, they are apologizing – usually well before Americans would perceive any need to do so and often involving a circumstance over which they have no control. When they need to leave you unattended for any reason, they don’t walk away, they hurry. In sports’ parlance, they hustle.
And all of this positive customer service takes place within an economic system where tips are not expected or accepted. Much of this can be explained by Japanese cultural influences. This is a society that long has placed great value upon civility and hospitality.
Having just returned, I find myself wondering whether we could use our own heritage to inspire a better level of customer service here. We can draw upon our ancestors’ traditions of hard work, helpfulness and friendliness to serve and impress our visitors.
Not that we should try to emulate the Japanese. We lack Japan’s historical and cultural influences. But our region’s not competing with Japan – just with other destination areas here in the United States, where customer service standards are far lower.
Consistently offering visitors good service with a smile and helpful attitude will make our region stand out – and would make our ancestors proud.
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