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Given the current struggles with rural depopulation, this research is important to understand the
dynamics of rural in-migration, the way in-migrants contribute to rural revitalization, and
especially to give policy recommendations on how to retain newcomers in rural communities.

The study explored lifestyle entrepreneurship and migration in depopulating
rural areas in Japan, focusing on the connections with sustainable lifestyles, quality of life, and
community resilience. The research project led to the publication of 9 works, which use the
empirical findings to make theoretical contributions to regional and rural revitalization through
in-migration, while also considering aspects relevant to rural resilience and sustainable
communities. The study also offers policy recommendations on how to support rural newcomers. The Pl
also presented the work at 6 international conferences and started various international
collaborations. For example, one collaboration has led to the publication of a special issue on
Rural Entrepreneurship Education in the Journal of Entrepreneurship Education and Pedagogy. The PI
is now involved in an international research project on in-migration and cultural change in rural
and remote areas, with partners from the UK and Canada.
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This proposal developed at the intersection of rural socio-economic trends that have been receiving
increasing attention within rural geography and sociology research and among policymakers. First,
the threat of rural depopulation and decling, especially in mountainous and hilly regions (

), due to the low profitability of traditional industries, aging, and out-migration of the younger
population, has mobilized research and policy effortsaimed at rural revitalization. However, thereis
increasing awareness that in Japan’s post-growth society, marked by socio-economic stagnation and
general population decline, rura revitalization and resilience are hardly achievable through strategies
aimed at quantitative economic growth. However, alternative lifestyle and work patterns are
emerging. Examples are rural ‘lifestyle migration’ and the concept of ‘return to rural’ ( ).
Many in-migrants aspire to engage in rural-based lifestyles, often establishing small businesses to
reconcile livelihood goals with personal needs and values, a concept defined in the international
literature as ‘lifestyle entrepreneur ship’.

Attracting and retaining in-migrants thus requires developing attractive rural communities with
sufficient quality of life and entrepreneurial opportunities beyond primary industries. At the same
time, emerging global sustainability challengeswill require, among other changes, a shift towards
diversfied sustainable farming and multifunctional agriculture and rural areas. This is an
opportunity for peripheral rural regions, which are by nature less productive, to advance
sustainable and innovative practices. For example, recent literature has aso highlighted the
contribution of organic farming to rural revitalization in Japan. Newcomers to agriculture (

) areincreasingly interested in organic farming, and they are often urban-to-rural in-migrants.

Lifestyle entrepreneur ship, especialy in rural areas, has been gaining attention in other fields (such
as tourism studies), for its connection with individual and community well-being and its potential
to support rural economies. At the time of the research proposal, however, there was not a lot of
research on the connection between in-migration, rural lifestyle entrepreneurship, and community
sustainability and resilience.

The purpose of the research was therefore to 1) examine how the attributes of rural communities
attract in-migrant lifestyle entrepreneurs; 2) map the diver sity and inter connections of different
in-migrant businesseswithin thelocal small-scale entrepreneurial ecosystem; and 3) explore how
this affectsin-migrants quality of life and community resilience.

This was a primarily exploratory research conducted in the Chuugoku-Shikoku region, which is
relatively under-researched within Japan. Target informants were entrepreneurial in-migrants
operating in depopulating rural communities. Due to the qualitative nature of the research questions,
data collection was conducted through field vists with in-depth semi-structured interviews,
supplemented by visual data collection (photography and videos).

Data analysis used a Grounded Theory approach to uncover the determinants of in-migrants
choices to move to a specific rural community to open their own business. Furthermore, the research
examined the social networks of entrepreneurial in-migrants in the locality, to understand the
formation and characteristics of the local entrepreneurial ecosystem connected to in-migrants and the



processes of cooperation, competition, networking and knowledge creation/sharing occurring both
within and outside the locality (such as with broader rural-urban networks). The results have been
published through a series of publications (see list) on different academic journals and books focused
on rural sociology and rural policy. We outline the results in the next section.

The study was a successful first step in exploring lifestyle entrepreneurship and lifestyle migration in
depopulating rural areas in Japan, focusing on the connections with sustainable lifestyles, quality of
life, and community resilience. Theresearch project hasled tothe publication of 9works(6 journal
articles and 3 book chapters). The works use the empirical research findings collected during the
research, making theoretical contributionsto the discussionson regional and rural revitalization
through in-migration, while also considering aspects relevant to rural resilience and sustainable
communities and lifestyles.

The papers also offer policy recommendationson how to strengthen programsaimed at attr acting
newcomers to rural areas The Pl also presented the work at Sx international conferences,
including one as invited keynote speaker and another as the session organizer. Through this project,
the Pl has also started international academic collaborations with researchers in Italy, the UK,
Canadaand the US. For example, oneinternational collaboration hasled to the publication of aspecia
issue on Rural Entrepreneurship Education in the Journal of Entrepreneurship Education and Pedagogy.
Furthermore, anew Special Issue proposal on “Rural Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice” has been
successfully accepted by the Journal of Small Business Economics. Finally, the Pl has also been
involved in an ongoing special issue on “Alternative Food Networks for Sustainable, Just, Resilient
and Productive Food Systems’ in the Journa of Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems, which
currently has 14 published articles.

In connection with this project, the Pl isnow participating in a Knowledge Frontiers 2024 proj ect
called “INTANGIBLE: Understanding the socio-cultural dimensions of idand population
changein Scotland, England, Canada and Japan,” an international study focused on remoteisland
communities and with many connections to rural in-migration. This international research
collaboration focuses on in-migration and cultural change in rural and remote areas, with
partners from the UK and Canada. Participation in this project will enable the use of the results
collected from the research conducted so far from a comparative perspective, to better understand the
extent to which Japan’s rural depopulation and migration issues, and the policies undertaken by the
Japanese government to attract migrants to rural areas, might be adapted to other regions. Despite
cultural, social and economic differences, other places affected by rural depopulation will benefit from
testing strategies directed at supporting rural newcomersand their integration into the local community
as part of amore holistic approach to rura revitalization focused on quality of life.

Finally, given that some aspects of the research could not be fully developed, the Pl also intends to
continue the original line of research through successive KAKENHI finding applications, particularly
focusing on the concept of organic farming clusters connected to rural-in-migration, and to extend the
research to European countries and European partners as well.
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