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After field-study: university graduates’ attitudes and ties toward rural areas
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ABSTRACT

	Aims: This study examines how field-study (FS) programs in rural Japan are organized through collaboration between local governments and universities, how graduates interpret their influence after graduation, and whether such programs generate continuing relationships with host communities.
Study Design: This study adopts a qualitative design based on semi-structured interviews.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted in the Kansai region of Japan, covering 6 rural areas and 4 universities. Interviews were carried out between April 2022 and March 2023.
Methodology: Data were collected through interviews with 15 civil stafftakeholders in rural areas that hosted students, 7 professors at universities that sent students, and 36 students / graduates who had participated in FS in rural areas. The interviews were analyzed to examine how local government and university formed partnerships, how participants understood FS, and whether graduates later maintained ties with host communities.
Results: Partnerships between local governments and universities were often initiated through personal networks rather than formal planning. Civil staff valued students’ interaction with residents and the energy they brought to local activities, whereas university professors emphasized student growth. Graduates reported that FS contributed to communication skills, problem-solving abilities, and broader perspectives on work and life. Only a small number had moved to rural areas after graduation. A larger number remained in urban areas while maintaining ties with host communities through revisits, ongoing contact, collaboration, or emotional attachment.
Conclusion: FS appears to contribute more clearly to graduates’ development and to sustained relationships with rural communities than to immediate rural settlement. Its significance therefore lies less in directly increasing rural in-migration than in creating educational and relational ties between urban-based young people and rural areas.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Experiencing economic, social, and demographic decline, rural areas seek to attract in-migrants to counter these negative consequences. Although some areas may succeed in this competition, most are likely to lose and face further depopulation. As a result, disparities between regions are widening. Disparities among individuals are also increasing. Many people move to prosperous urban areas and obtain benefits such as greater human and social capital that outweigh high living costs. 
Japan represents a striking case of these dynamics. Population and resources have become increasingly concentrated in Tokyo, whereas many other regions have experienced population decline, low birth rates, and rapid aging [1]. In many rural areas, not only the working-age population but also children have decreased, leaving communities disproportionately elderly. As a result, local industries lack successors, and labor shortages have become serious across agriculture, manufacturing, and services. Social infrastructure, including public transportation and shopping facilities, has also been withdrawn. Young and highly educated people tend to move to cities, while those left behind often experience growing isolation. Although some rural areas have succeeded in attracting newcomers under the banner of regional revitalization, such cases remain limited [2]. Many more have lost the competition to attract in-migrants and continue to depopulate.
To address the concentration of young people in Tokyo, the Japanese government has encouraged partnerships between universities and rural areas. Because many rural areas do not have universities within their own regions, urban universities have developed educational programs in rural communities. In these programs, students identify local issues, propose solutions, and sometimes implement them [3]. Learning outside the university campus enables students to understand local realities through experience, connect classroom knowledge with practice, and cultivate a sense of citizenship. Rural areas collaborate with universities for multiple reasons [4]. Although universities alone are unlikely to reverse the long-term trajectory of regional decline through research and development, they may foster entrepreneurial students and support local revitalization [5]. Even where such direct effects are limited, the involvement of university students in community activities may help reduce the isolation of residents. At the same time, contemporary universities in developed countries are expected to educate students from diverse backgrounds to play active roles in a wide range of social and professional fields [6]. Depending on the nature of the partnership and the intended educational outcomes, this type of learning has been described as community-based learning, community-engaged learning, or project-/problem-based learning [7-9]. In this study, I use the term field-study (FS) as an umbrella concept for these educational activities that emphasize students’ learning experiences outside the university campus.
Previous studies have identified several educational benefits of FS in rural areas of Japan. One particularly important effect is that students learn the importance of cooperation. They often engage in activities that do not directly correspond to their academic disciplines and must work not only with fellow students but also with residents. By cooperating with others, students can acquire specific knowledge and skills while also learning to view issues from multiple perspectives and to empathize with others [10]. Collaborative education with residents may also heighten students’ awareness of the need to sustain projects in rural areas [11]. Students who participate in FS often report high levels of satisfaction from working with others to solve practical problems [12]. In Japan, depopulation and population aging have frequently been used as themes for such programs in rural areas. For example, medical students undertook internships at a rural hospital and learned community medicine with residents as teachers [13]. In a depopulated area of the Tohoku region affected by the 2011 earthquake and tsunami, students articulated what they had learned from local post-disaster activities [14]. Students experienced FS in rural areas developed a general sense of contribution toward rural areas [15].
However, the existing literature has two important limitations. First, most previous studies have focused on the educational outcomes, such as learning, satisfaction, skills, and attitudes. Much less is known about what host communities themselves gain from accepting students. Second, even when prior studies consider students’ later trajectories, they rarely examine whether the programs create enduring relationships between graduates and the specific rural communities that hosted them. For instance, one study shows graduates who engaged in FS rarely settled in the study area; they rather went back to their rural hometown [16]. To address this gap, this study asks the following research questions: (1) How do graduates interpret the influence of the experiences on their values, careers, and views of rural areas after graduation? (2) To what extent do graduates maintain relationships with the rural communities that hosted them? (3) How, if at all, do such continuing relationships contribute to the host rural communities? 

2. methodology

This study focuses on FS programs conducted in rural areas of the Kansai region of Japan. Kansai includes Osaka, the country’s second-largest metropolitan area after Tokyo. While central Osaka is characterized by dense concentrations of high-rise condominiums and office buildings, the wider Kansai region also contains many rural areas with longstanding agricultural, fishing, and manufacturing activities, landscapes of farmland, and traditional architecture and festivals. Many of these rural areas are experiencing population decline, and it is becoming increasingly difficult for residents alone to sustain everyday life and community functions. Not only have local self-governing activities weakened, but public transportation services and shops selling daily necessities have also been withdrawn, while schools and branch offices of local governments have been consolidated or closed. In sparsely populated settlements, social isolation among residents has become a growing concern.
The empirical aim of this study is to examine how FS is organized in such rural communities, how graduates interpret its influence after graduation, and whether their continuing relationships with host communities benefit those communities. To address these aims, I conducted a qualitative study based on interviews with three groups of actors: civil staff and residents involved in hosting FS, university professors responsible for FS programs, and students/graduates who had participated in FS.
Between 2022 and 2023, I interviewed 15 civil staff and stakeholders in 6 rural areas in the Kansai region that had hosted students for FS. I also interviewed 7 professors from 4 universities in the Kansai region that had sent students to rural communities for FS. These interviews were conducted in person at rural areas or universities. The interviews were open-ended, but I asked each interviewee about several common topics: how the FS program had been initiated, how residents perceived the participating students, how the students had developed from the interviewee’s perspective, and what the local government or university expected from the students. I also collected related materials on the FS programs. Some of the local governments and universities had been listed on the website of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications as model cases of collaboration between universities and rural areas3). 
Civil staff and professors introduced former or current student participants to me. Accordingly, the student/graduate sample was not randomly selected. Some of those introduced may have been especially active or memorable participants. The student and graduate interviewees should therefore be understood as a purposive sample suitable for in-depth qualitative inquiry, rather than as a representative sample of all FS participants.
In total, I interviewed 36 students/graduates. These interviewees included both graduates who had participated in FS in depopulated rural areas during university and fourth-year students who had already completed FS, were about to graduate, and had secured post-graduation employment. All student/graduate interviews were conducted online via Zoom, recorded with consent, and transcribed. These interviews were also open-ended, but I asked each interviewee about several shared topics: their place of origin, their reasons for choosing their university, what they had learned from FS, their reasons for choosing their current or future place of employment, and what they regarded as the strengths and weaknesses of the rural area where they had conducted FS. All interviewees were in their twenties. When relevant, I also referred to documentary materials related to university–community collaboration provided by the interviewees. 
The interview data were analyzed using qualitative coding and thematic analysis. I first read the interview transcripts repeatedly to identify recurring topics and patterns relevant to the research questions. In the initial stage of coding, I assigned codes to segments of text that referred to major themes such as students’ learning experiences, changes in values, career choices after graduation, continued visits to host communities, intentions or actual moves to rural areas, and perceived effects on host communities. I also coded statements by civil staff, residents, and professors regarding their expectations of FS, their evaluations of students’ participation, and their perceptions of the effects and limitations of hosting FS.
In the second stage, I grouped these initial codes into broader analytical themes. In particular, I examined three interconnected dimensions: first, how graduates interpreted the influence of FS on their values, skills, and career trajectories; second, whether and how graduates maintained ties with the rural communities that had hosted them; and third, how such ties were perceived by local actors in relation to community activities, social connection, and rural revitalization. 
The analysis was guided by the research questions rather than by the aim of producing statistically generalizable findings. The purpose was to clarify the meanings that different actors attached to FS and to explore the mechanisms through which FS may or may not lead to longer-term relationships between graduates and host communities. At the same time, the findings should be interpreted with caution. Because the interviewees were selected purposively through institutional introductions, the sample may overrepresent participants who had relatively positive experiences or who remained visible to staff and professors. In addition, the study focuses on a limited number of cases in Kansai region. The results should therefore be understood as context-specific qualitative findings that illuminate possible patterns and processes, rather than as evidence that can be generalized to all FS programs or all rural areas.
This research design made it possible to address the study’s aims from multiple perspectives. Interviews with staff and residents clarified how host communities understood the purposes and outcomes of FS. Interviews with professors shed light on how the programs were designed and what kinds of educational effects were expected. Interviews with students and graduates provided evidence on how former participants interpreted their FS experiences after graduation, whether they maintained relationships with host communities, and how these relationships shaped their values, careers, and possible contribution to rural areas. By combining these perspectives, the study examines not only the educational significance of FS for students but also its possible longer-term significance for host rural communities. I gained permission for the data to be published. To protect anonymity, the names of rural areas and universities are not disclosed in this article.

3. results AND DISCUSSION

This section presents findings from interviews with staff / stakeholders of rural areas, professors, and students/graduates who participated in FS in rural areas. Three main findings emerged. First, partnerships between local governments and universities were often formed through contingent personal connections rather than formal institutional planning. Second, students/graduates consistently described FS as important for the development of transferable skills, values, and career perspectives. Third, while only a small number of graduates had moved to rural areas, a larger number maintained continuing ties with the host communities through repeated visits, work-related collaboration, or emotional attachment. 

3.1 Formation of partnerships between rural areas and universities 

Interviews with civil staff indicate that partnerships were often initiated through chance encounters, shared interests, or personal networks rather than through systematic regional planning. They initially expected universities to provide knowledge and expertise, but many later came to value students’ presence itself, especially their interaction with residents and participation in community activities. 
For rural areas without local universities, partnerships with universities were often established unexpectedly. In one area, a civil staff met a university professor at a study session on renewable energy. Because they shared similar interests, the professor later visited the area with students, and this visit eventually developed into a FS course. In another area, a professor became involved in the activities of a community development organization supported by the local government, and a research and educational trip by students later evolved into a regular FS program. At the initial stage, some civil staff expected mainly to gain knowledge or technical advice from professors. However, once professors began bringing students to the area, the relationship with students itself became attractive to local actors. Students took part in FS activities, exchanged ideas with residents, and offered outside perspectives on local issues. According to interviewees, residents often found these exchanges enjoyable and meaningful.
In some cases, students also played visible roles in local projects. For example, in one mountainous area promoting telework, students collaborated with local companies to renovate a vacant house into a shared house that became a base for their activities. The staff saw such projects as evidence that students could contribute in ways different from residents.
Staff stated that they wanted students to discover the attractions of the area from their own perspective. Hosting young people and seeing them communicate with residents was itself regarded as rewarding. Some staff also mentioned modest expectations that students might purchase local products, remain interested in the area, or eventually consider moving to a rural area to find or create work. However, these expectations were generally limited. One civil staff explicitly stated that he would be pleased even if students later settled in another rural area rather than in his own. This suggests that some areas understood FS less as a direct recruitment mechanism for their locality than as a broader contribution to rural sustainability.

3.2 Universities’ expectations for FS 

University professors generally did not expect students to make major direct contributions to host communities in the short term. Instead, they emphasized educational goals such as communication skills, exposure to rural realities, and learning through collaboration with adults and residents in unfamiliar settings.
Some professors positioned FS as an opportunity for students to engage deeply with regional issues by spending time in depopulated areas and interacting directly with residents. Others emphasized more basic educational objectives, such as enabling students to communicate with adults outside the university and to acquire practical interpersonal skills. Professors often matched students with residents who were willing to share their work and life in rural areas.
In several cases, participation in FS was not required for graduation, and in some cases students did not receive academic credit. As a result, participants tended to be highly motivated students. According to both professors and staff, this contributed to residents’ positive evaluations of students and helped make the programs sustainable over time.
Many of the students came from places far from the host communities. One professor assumed that even if they developed an interest in rural lives, they would be more likely to consider their own hometowns or other familiar places rather than the areas they had visited through FS. In practice, however, many graduates continued to revisit the communities they had encountered through FS after graduation, which the professor said had been unexpected.
Overall, professors regarded FS primarily as a process of student growth rather than as an immediate instrument for solving local problems. This perspective differed somewhat from that of local governments, which appreciated both the educational role of FS and the social value of students’ presence in the community.

3.3 Graduates’ perceived learning and skill development

Among the 36 students/graduates interviewed, the most consistent finding was that FS had contributed to their personal growth. Their FS activities were diverse and included farm work in mountain villages, tourism promotion, development of new food products using local specialties, renovation of vacant houses, production of promotional videos, cooperation with local media, support for cafeterias for impoverished children, disaster-prevention volunteering, and the creation of signs for local tourist sites. Some of these activities were initiated by residents or professors, whereas others were developed more independently by students.
Many interviewees stated that FS enabled them to contribute, within limits, to communities facing labor shortages. At the same time, they recognized that the actual duration of their activities was limited and that their participation had been made possible by relationships of trust built previously by professors, senior students, and residents. For this reason, graduates tended to describe their own contributions in relatively modest terms.
What interviewees emphasized more strongly was the development of transferable skills and attitudes. Through FS, they learned how to communicate with diverse residents, identify local problems, work through trial and error, and collaborate with others in unfamiliar environments. Several stated that these experiences later helped them in job hunting and in their current work.
One graduate, who had managed a marché as part of a community development activity, explained that the experience taught him how to respond positively to new tasks that required experimentation. He now works as a civil staff and regards this attitude as one of the most important lessons of FS. Another graduate, who had cooperated with local companies to renovate a vacant house, said that she now applies a similar approach in her current job in urban development, where she discusses community visions with landowners and residents. 
Several interviewees also highlighted the importance of face-to-face interaction, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. One graduate, who had helped organize roundtable meetings involving residents, explained that the meetings moved online during the pandemic. Although he was initially uncertain, he supported a hybrid format that combined online and face-to-face interaction. Through this process, he became aware of the difficulties some older residents faced in using smartphones and helped organize a smartphone course. Another student, whose FS had accepted only a limited number of applicants during the pandemic, stated that participating in person allowed her to experience local realities in ways that online interaction alone could not provide. 
Some graduates also emphasized the importance of engaging with children in rural communities. They believed that interaction with university students could positively influence how children viewed their hometowns. For example, one graduate, who had created free newspapers and organized festivals involving local children, explained: “We collaborated with high school students in rural areas. We told good points of the area, which would have changed the mindset of high school students. I think this would let high school students return to their hometown in the future.”
These statements do not demonstrate long-term effects on local retention, but they do indicate that some students understood their role as encouraging residents to view their communities more positively.

3.4 Continuing ties with host communities after graduation 

A small number of interviewees had moved to the host rural areas after graduation. However, a larger number maintained continuing ties with the communities that had hosted their FS. These ties took different forms, including repeated visits, ongoing contact with residents, practical collaboration, and emotional attachment to the host area.
Several graduates described the host community as a “second hometown.” One graduate, who had helped with farm work and tourism promotion, continued to visit the area regularly after graduation. Raised in Osaka, he nevertheless came to regard the host area as his second hometown. He now works in an office that promotes workcations and explained that his FS experience remains useful in his current work, including guiding his company president in the area that hosted his FS. Another graduate, who had been involved in a vacant-house renovation project, continued to visit the area and described it as a place where she could maintain close relationships with people of different ages.
These cases suggest that FS can be associated with sustained relational ties even when it does not result in residential relocation. The interviews indicate that such relationships are meaningful both emotionally and practically. They vary in form and intensity, ranging from symbolic attachment to repeated involvement in local activities.

3.5 Future aspirations and actual migration 

At the time of the interviews, most graduates were working in urban areas, and those who were still students had also secured employment in urban areas. Many interviewees explained that if they wanted to work or live in rural areas in the future, they first needed to acquire knowledge, skills, and professional networks in cities. In this sense, FS did not usually lead to immediate migration. Rather, it often shaped longer-term aspirations and strategies.
Some graduates expressed a strong desire to return to their rural hometowns or to establish businesses in other rural areas in the future. For example, one graduate, who was working in Tokyo at the time of the interview, hoped eventually to return to her rural hometown. Her FS had involved a community development project in that hometown, and she strongly valued the supportive attitude of local adults. At the same time, she believed that she first needed work experience in an urban area before contributing to her hometown.
Another graduate, who had coordinated with international students visiting rural Japan and was now working in Osaka as a labor agent for foreigners, also hoped to return to her rural hometown in the future. Because suitable jobs were unavailable there, she was considering starting an English conversation café. She regarded both her FS experience and her current job as useful preparation for that plan.
A small number of interviewees had moved to rural areas. One graduate had relocated to the rural area where she had conducted FS and was working at a restaurant founded by a resident she had known during the program. Nevertheless, even in this case, she framed the move as one stage in a longer trajectory that would eventually lead back to her own hometown. 
Other graduates linked their rural aspirations to entrepreneurship. One graduate, who had started a haunted-house project during FS with support from local adults, now worked for a fully remote company while living in his rural hometown and hoped to start his own business in the future. Another graduate, whose FS had included overnight training at a farmhouse, planned to create a business supporting women raising children in rural areas after becoming certified in childcare. 
One graduate, who had previously worked for a company in an urban area, had already moved to the rural area where he conducted FS and started a business producing and selling shiitake mushrooms. Reflecting on this transition, he emphasized the importance of social connection: “Several times a month, friends from my student days come to visit me. People who have started their own businesses elsewhere also come here from time to time to think about new product development. The civil staff are also very helpful. For business in rural areas, it is necessary to communicate with many people.”
These cases indicate that FS may inform future rural aspirations and, in a limited number of cases, actual rural settlement. However, the interviews also show clearly that aspirations should not be conflated with realized migration. Most interviewees remained in urban areas, even when they expressed strong sympathy for rural life or an intention to contribute to rural communities in the future.

3.6 Changes in values toward work, life, and mobility 

FS also influenced how students/graduates evaluated work, place, and lifestyle. Several interviewees contrasted the work-centered lifestyles associated with urban employment with the more diverse ways of living they had encountered in rural areas. Rather than viewing success solely in terms of income or career advancement, they began to consider other priorities, such as autonomy, relationships, health, and the meaningfulness of place.
One graduate explained that interaction with newcomers of a similar age in the FS host area had encouraged him to value lifestyle, not only income. He came to believe that working hard to earn money was not the only way to live and later took a job in a nonprofit organization in another rural area. Another graduate, who worked at a bank in her hometown and frequently revisited the area that hosted her FS, described FS as having expanded her sense of possible residential arrangements.
A small number of graduates also linked FS to later reflections on overwork, health, and the pace of life. Two interviewees were on leave from work at the time of the interviews and did not speak of this in strongly negative terms. One graduate, dissatisfied with an overworked environment in an urban company, had quit his job. He explained that his interactions with rural residents living fulfilling lives outside a narrow work-centered framework had influenced his sense that stepping away from work was acceptable if work became too difficult.
 The other graduate, who had returned to her hometown after overwork affected her health, connected her current concerns with food and health to her FS experiences in agriculture. She explained: “When I was working in the urban area and my body broke down, I learned that food is very important. I realized that the pesticide-free vegetables were very difficult to grow and very important for one’s health. I would like to contribute to growing and promoting such crops in my future job.”
Taken together, these findings suggest that FS did not simply foster favorable attitudes toward rural areas. It also broadened graduates’ understanding of possible life courses, including flexible mobility, multi-local connections, and forms of work and life not centered exclusively on income maximization.

3.7 Summary and Discussion 

The findings suggest that FS has clearer effects on graduates’ skills, values, and continuing ties with host communities than on their direct settlement in those communities.
First, the interviews with civil staff and professors suggest that host communities and universities value FS in somewhat different but overlapping ways. Civil staff appreciated students not only as possible future migrants but also as visitors who brought energy, outside perspectives, and enjoyable interaction for residents. Professors, by contrast, placed greater emphasis on student growth than on immediate local contribution. 
Second, FS influenced graduates mainly through learning experiences rather than through immediate migration outcomes. Consistent with previous studies, the interviewees described gaining communication skills, broader perspectives, and experience of cooperation through engagement with residents [10-15]. Such effects were not limited to students’ experiences during university. Many graduates stated that they continued to draw on skills and orientations developed through FS in their later work and everyday life, especially in relation to communication, problem-solving, and collaboration with diverse actors. In this sense, FS may have longer-term significance for graduates’ professional and personal trajectories, even when they remain in urban areas.
Third, FS often generated continuing ties between graduates and host communities. Most interviewees were living and working in urban areas at the time of the interviews. Only a smaller number had moved to rural areas. However, many maintained relationships through repeated visits, participation in local activities, emotional attachment, or work-related connections. These findings suggest that the effects of FS should not be evaluated only in terms of whether graduates relocate to rural areas [16]. Rather, FS may create ongoing forms of connection that fall between a one-time educational experience and permanent migration.
The findings also clarify the limits of FS as a response to rural depopulation. Most graduates did not move to rural areas after graduation, even when they expressed positive feelings toward rural life or an intention to contribute in the future. It is therefore important to distinguish actual post-graduation practices from future aspirations. The interviews suggest that many graduates saw urban employment as necessary for acquiring experience, income, and networks before they could consider living or working in rural areas. FS may thus broaden rural aspirations, but its short-term effect on actual migration appears limited.
The study also suggests that FS may influence graduates’ values regarding work and life. Some interviewees became more open to forms of living not centered exclusively on income maximization, such as flexible work, entrepreneurship, repeated visits, or multi-local connection to rural places. These findings should be interpreted cautiously, however, since the interviews do not provide sufficient evidence to conclude that they explicitly rejected capitalism or neoliberalism as such. 
From this perspective, the benefit that FS brings to rural areas may lie less in increasing the number of migrants than in expanding the kankeijinko (related population). People who normally live in urban areas may become involved with multiple rural communities and build friendly relationships with those communities [17]. Precisely because they relate to more than one area, they may bring new information and perspectives into those areas from outsides [18]. At the same time, however, it remains necessary to examine whether such relationships can be sustained over the longer term.

4. Conclusion

FS can generate gains for students/graduates and, in more modest relational ways, for rural communities, but these effects do not primarily take the form of immediate rural settlement. Rather, FS contributes to graduates’ development of communication skills, problem-solving abilities, and broader perspectives on work and life, while also fostering continuing relationships with host communities through revisits, collaboration, and emotional attachment. 
In relation to the research gap, this study contributes in two ways. First, it extends research on the educational effects of FS by examining how graduates interpreted those effects after graduation rather than only during student life. Second, it shifts attention from students alone to the relationship between graduates and the specific rural communities that hosted them. The findings show that the significance of FS for host communities may lie less in directly attracting settlers than in creating durable, if often loose, social relationships with former participants.
These findings should not be generalized too broadly. The study is based on a limited number of qualitative interviews conducted in the Kansai region, and the interviewees were introduced by civil staff and professors. As a result, the sample may overrepresent participants who were especially active, memorable, or positively regarded. It is also likely that some residents were indifferent or even negative toward students’ FS activities and their subsequent involvement with the community, but such views could not be captured in the present study. The findings should therefore be understood as context-specific and exploratory rather than as representative of all FS programs or all rural areas.
The study also points to broader inequalities surrounding FS itself. Because participation was often voluntary, FS may be more accessible to highly motivated students or those with sufficient time, health, and financial resources. In addition, FS is not equally feasible across rural areas, since some communities lack the transport access, facilities, organizational capacity, or local partners needed to host students. FS may therefore reproduce unevenness both among students and among rural areas.
Future research should follow graduates over a longer period to examine whether continuing ties eventually lead to rural settlement, entrepreneurship, or other forms of contribution. Comparative research across regions and countries would also help clarify how the significance of FS depends on different institutional and demographic contexts.
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