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A Comparison between e-mail counseling clients and telephone counseling clients: 
Amongst the users of Hikikomori Support Net in Japan. 

Yatsuda, M., Aoki, K., & Iwafuji,H. 
Ochanomizu University, Tokyo, Japan  

 
Abstract  The termrestricted for more than six months, which cannot be explained by 
any mental disorder. The number of hikikomori people in Japan is estimated around 
700,000. However the actual condition of those people has not been thoroughly 
investigated. Hikikomori Support Net (HSN) is run by Tokyo Metropolitan Government, 
collaborating with  hikikomori social withdrawal means a situation where a person’s 
activity outside his/her residence, such as work or education, has been severely 
Ochanomizu University in Tokyo, using e-mail and telephone counseling in order to 
support people in hikikomori and their families. This presentation introduces the 
practices for hikikomori sufferers and examines the difference between the e-mail 
counseling clients and the telephone counseling clients from April 2012 to March 2013. 
Participants included the total number of HSN clients during April 2012 through March 
2013. We asked the clients their ages and durations of their hikikomori about their age 
through the telephone counseling. For those who used e-mail counseling, we asked their 
ages and the durations of their hikikomori  by questionnaires we prepared at the time 
of their registrations on the web. Chi-square tests were used to investigate a 
comparison between e-mail counseling clients and telephone counseling clients in 
hikikomori. It was shown that hikikomori sufferers were more likely to use e-mail 
counseling while their family members preferred to use telephone counseling. Also, 
e-mail counseling was more likely to be utilized by adults 30s than other age groups. 
Interestingly, the counseling tools chosen were likely to be different for the duration of 
hikikomori: the numbers of consultation via e-mail about hikikomori  with over 5 years 
durations were significantly more than those in telephone. These findings suggest that 
hikikomori sufferers are more likely to talk about their problems without stigma by 
using e-mail or telephone counseling, ensuring need in delivering therapeutic 
interventions online in order to prevent from prolonging the duration of hikikomori. 
 
Introduction: 
The term hikikomori social withdrawal means a situation where a person’s activity 



outside his/her residence, such as work or education, has been severely restricted for  
more than six months, which cannot be explained by any mental disorder. The number 
of hikikomori people in Japan is estimated around 700,000,and that of in Tokyo is 
estimated around 25,000. The purpose of the present study is to introduce the practices 
for hikikomori sufferers and examines the difference between the e-mail counseling 
clients and the telephone counseling clients from April 2012 to March 2013.  
 
Method: 
Participants  e-mail counseling  clients (n= 446) telephone counseling clients (n= 
850) 
Items hikikomori sufferers or  their family member their ages  durations of 
their hikikomori  
Analyses  Chi-square tests were used to investigate a comparison between e-mail 
counseling clients and telephone counseling clients in hikikomori.  
 
Results:  
1. Who consults hikikomori support net? 
Hikikomori sufferers were more likely to use e-mail counseling while their family 
members preferred to use telephone counseling ² 3 121.71,p<.001). 
2. Age of hikikomori suffers  
E-mail counseling was more likely to be utilized by adults 30s than other age groups ²

3 10.90,p<.05). 
3. Duration of hikikomori 
The numbers of consultation via e-mail about hikikomori  with over 5 years durations 
were significantly more than those in telephone ² 3 18.54,p<001). 
 
Conclusion: 

• Parents utilize telephone counseling more than hikikomori sufferers. 
    Telephone counseling is useful to provide practical information (ex. how to 
engage with hikikomori sufferers, introducing relevant organizations to refer) 

• E-mail counseling seems to be relatively more accessible for hikikomori sufferers. 
The duration of hikikomori is longer than the one of telephone counseling.  

    The conditions seem to be more severe and  take more time to improve. 
Hikikomori sufferers are more likely to talk about their problems without stigma by 
using e-mail or telephone counseling, ensuring needs in delivering online therapeutic 
interventions in order to prevent them from prolonged duration of hikikomori.  
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Features of Hikikomori sufferers: Based on the data collected from the users of  

e-mail counselling at Hikikomori Support Net in Japan 
Iwafuji,H., Aoki, K., & Yatsuda, M. 

Ochanomizu University, Tokyo, Japan  
 
Abstract:  The purpose of this study is to examine the features of hikikomori sufferers, 
based on the data collected from the clients of e-mail counselling. The categories 
examined here are: triggers of the hikikomori, connection to society and relationship 
with other people (family members/ friends), which were classified from the contents of 
their emails. Then the differences between gender and durations were analyzed on each 
category. The result showed that there were some significant gender differences on the 
duration and triggers of hikikomori. Men tend to have longer duration and their 
hikikomori state is more induced by school related matters than female counterparts. 
Also, the prolonged duration was associated with family discord. These findings suggest 
that male sufferers tend to be affected by academic achievements and to prolong the 
duration more than female counterparts. The results were discussed from gender and 
developmental perspectives regarding their acquisition of independence.  
Introduction: Hikikomori (social withdrawal) refers to a situation where a person’s 
activities outside his/her residence, such as work or education, have been severely 
restricted for more than six months. The number of hikikomori people in Japan is 
estimated around 700,000. Generally hikikomori sufferers are thought to be during 
their adolescence. Yet, they are found in various ages. The actual conditions of those 
people have not been thoroughly investigated. The aim of this study is to examine 
features of hikikomori sufferers, using the data collected from the clients of e-mail 
counselling offered by HSN from April 2012 to March 2014.  
Method:  Subjects : The total of 840 users of e-mail counseling at HSN during 2 years 
from April 2012 to March 2014. Procedure : We asked their gender, age and duration of 
hikikomori at the time of their web registration.  From the contents of their e-mails, we 
analyzed their features and classified them into some categories one by one. The 
categories are: trigger of the hikikomori, connection to society and relationship with 
other people (family members/ friends). Analyses Chi-square tests were used to 
investigate the differences on those categories by gender and duration.  
Results: Gender Duration:  Chi-square tests were conducted to examine the relation 



between gender and duration. It was found that there were more female clients when 
the duration was less than 6 months and from 3 to 5 years, however, when the duration 
was more than 10 years more male clients were found ( 2(5)=31.3, P<.001) (see Fig.2).   
Gender differences: Chi-square tests indicated that school related matters, such as 
exams or academic achievement, significantly triggered hikikomori on male clients 
( 2(6)=15.4, P<.05).  Yet, a t-test indicated that male clients were more likely to obtain 
some connections to society (going out occasionally) than female client ( 2(5)=14.3, 
P<.05) (See Fig.3).  DDuration differences: In order to analyze, the duration was divided 
into 3 categories: less than 1 year, 2 to 5 years and 6 years and over. Examined by 
chi-square tests, it was found that hikikomori with 2 to 5 year duration were more likely 
to be triggered by job-hunting, but less likely to be triggered by family relations. Also, 
hikikomori with the duration of 6 years and over was less likely to be triggered by work 
related matters (such as loosing jobs or failure at work), yet it was more triggered by 
family related matters (ex. relationship with parents, maltreatment, parents’ 
relationship) ( 2(12)=34.3, P<.01, See Fig.4) .  Also, it was found that the duration 
becomes longer, limited interaction with friends fades out ( limited interaction with 
friends: 2-5 years > 6 years and over, 2(6)=23.1, P<.01), but some connection to the 
society is built (not going out: less than 1 year < 2-5 years, 2(10)=34.4, P<.001).  
Conclusion: In order to examine the features of hikikomori sufferers, the data collected 
from the clients of e-mail counselling was analyzed.  
As the result showed,  
  Duration from 2 to 5 years was significantly high on job hunting as the trigger. 
  “Job hunting” did not indicate any significant gender differences, however, as it 

is symbolized as  “Lehman shock” happened in 2008, job hunting had became harder 
than ever before, and which induced hikikomori on some people.  
  Men are more likely to become hikikomori than women. 
  When the duration is considered, more number of male clients were found in 
longer durational group than female counterparts.   
  School related matters such as school exams and academic achievement can be 
the major trigger of Hikikomori for men.  
  Hikikomori tends to be prolonged when the issues of family relations triggers it.  

 For prolonged hikikomori sufferers, their family relation would be the key 
element which prevents them from independence. Without solving the issue, they might 
not be able to make themselves detach from their families.  
Thus it is important to work on their family relations and encourage them to overcome 
their family issues.    
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