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Contemporary Changes and Challenges of Japanese Traditional Ryokan and
Okami _ LEE Eun Gyong

This study examines how ryokans and okamis, which have been known as the preserver
of the ‘traditional’ image of Japan at its best, have coped with the rapidly changing
environment surrounding tourism since the collapse of bubble economy in the 1990s.
One example is ‘Gagaya’ (), a ryokan that has maintained highest credibility in
the industry for over 30 years, which continues to adhere to the long-lasting policies of
putting the guests’ satisfactions as the top priority. At the same time, most of successful
ryokans today, under highly competitive environment, are also diligent in their efforts to
respond flexibly to the varying needs of the ever-diversified guests. Faced with changes
such as the decrease in the number and size of group tours, the increase in the number
of single women, and the growing popularity of overseas travels, individual ryokans
attempt to specialize in their own ways to provide the most suitable environments for
their guests without compromising the people’s wishes to stay at a traditional Japanese-
style accommodation. Each ryokan has its features; while some provide small-sized
personal villa, others offer lodging with pets; some are equipped with barrier-free or
universal designs, and others captivate their guests with unique services in their food
and room environments; some attempt to differentiate themselves through special events
and unique decorations.

Traditionally, ryokans had been operated by Okamis, a line of succession from mothers
to their daughters. But now it has been realized that this tradition and the related
practice of operations themselves were the reasons why many ryokan have fallen into
the management crises. ‘Okamijuku’(Z40) was founded in order to break from such
tradition and educate the potential Okamis, whom they consider to be the ultimate
occupation for progressive women, and Okamijuku is considered to be a meaningful
attempt to train for a ‘suitable occupation’ for any progressive woman. One Okami,
Yamane Dae, utilized her ryokan as spacial and economic bases for the surrounding
community and salvaged not only the ryokan itself but also the economically declining
community. Her effort is considered to be a noteworthy attempt that pioneered a new
area of ryokan operation, going beyond both the image of traditional Japanese women

and the conventional okami-figures.

Keywords : tradition, okami, ryokan, okamijuku, village making
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