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A geographical study of young adult migration in Japan

Abstract

Migration research in Japan has been conducted since World War II, but
it did not become popular until after the 1960s. Many demographers were
surprised that the majority of the peripheral prefectures had lost population
between the 1955 and 1960 population censuses. It was argued that the
reason for the loss was a mass migration from the peripheral regions to the
metropolitan areas during a period of high economic growth. Therefore,
migration was established as the third pillar of Japanese demography,
which had previously been concerned with fertility and mortality.

In geography, it had become widely accepted that migration among regions
was an important aspect of regional relationships, particularly regarding
the extent and direction of migrations, because local transformations and
the nature of migration relate to a region’s cohesiveness. Additionally,
migration research became an important part of the process by which the
field of Population Geography was systematized. This paper is based on that
background.

Currently, most of Japan’s peripheral areas are facing population declines
and population aging. The future of these areas depends on successfully
retaining young adults in their populations. Although many demographers
have pointed out that the center of the migration was the younger
generations, and young adults’ emigration from the peripheral regions has
been an important research topic, data have been limited, and, therefore,
the facts about young adult migration are not clear. This paper compiles
research results that used a variety of analytical methods to assess and
substantiate the young adult migration situation.

In addition, the paper addresses three problems.

1. Young adult migration might be mostly caused by socioeconomic
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contextual changes.

2. Factors outside of individuals’ personal control might influence young

adult migration.

3. Young adult migration might influence the loss of development in

peripheral regions.

A summary of each chapter follows, and the paper concludes by
summarizing the results of the studies presented in each chapter and
addressing the three problems stated above.

Chapter 1 reports on the document investigation of domestic and
international migration studies on young adults. In Chapter 2, the data on
migration in Japan are analyzed. Both chapters chart the direction of the
paper after the arrival points and problems of the migration studies on
young adults from peripheral regions were organized.

Chapters 3 and 4 present trends on young adults in the peripheral regions
who stayed in their hometown regions. Chapter 3 considers the long-term
trends of young adults who did not emigrate for employment after finishing
their educations. The proportion of those who stayed is referred to as the
“stay rate.” It was found that, even when the effects of changes in cohort
sizes are not considered, the stay rates have been increasing in almost the
entire Japanese periphery since the 1970s.

In Chapter 3, other possible reasons for migration also are investigated,
and it was found that the change in stay rates was slightly influenced by
some factors, such as specific career-track studies and siblings’ residential
locations. This suggests that the overall increase in stay rates resulted from
the sum of the stay rates of each factor category (high school graduate or
university graduate, the eldest child or not) of the cohorts.

Last, the influence of economic factors on the increasing stay rates was
examined. It was found that the stay rates of high school graduates were
most influenced by the shrinkage of the job opportunity gaps between the

peripheral areas and the three largest metropolitan areas.
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Chapter 4 reports the results of a questionnaire survey conducted in
1976-1978 and 1996-1998 on graduates from 12 high schools in the Shonai
region. The survey aimed to estimate the tendency toward return migration
to this region. The results found that the rate of return migration to Shonai
had declined and that the tendency to not return was more likely among
people who had graduated from prestigious universities. Furthermore, the
number of unemployed graduates that returned increased. The job category
had changed. In the past, most university graduates who were return
migrants obtained white-collar jobs. Recently, return migrants have been
more likely to be blue-collar workers replacing local high school graduates
in those positions. Thus, the number of return migrants to Shonai has
plateaued, and job opportunities in this region remain inadequate. Although
the proportion of highly educated people in Shonai has increased, that
change might not increase development in the region.

Chapter 5 point out the unusual migration patterns of young adults in the
peripheral regions from the historical perspective. Some cases are presented
of immigration to the Chukyo metropolitan region for employment purposes
among female high school graduates from Southwest Kyusyu (a peripheral
region in Japan) regarding two occupations (spinning mill workers and
assistant nurses). In these cases, systematic recruitment played an
important part in mass migration. The results found that the proportion of
immigrants to the three largest Chukyo metropolitan regions was highest
among female high school graduates from Southwest Kyushu who
immigrated for employment purposes. However, the proportion of
immigrants to the Tokyo metropolitan region was generally highest among
all the emigrants from Southwest Kyushu and the other peripheral regions
to the three largest metropolitan regions in Japan. This phenomenon is an
example of the influences of policies on migration patterns.

Chapters 6 and 7 focus on the ways that attitudes influence the migration

behaviors of young adults in the peripheral regions. Chapter 6 reports
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results of group interviews of young adults from Yamagata Prefecture that
highlight attitude differences between returnees and non-returnees.
Specifically, returnees focused on a balance between work and leisure and
valued a slow pace and independent lifestyle. On the other hand, non-
returnees focused on work and valued achieving self-realization through
work.

In Chapter 7, some results of a questionnaire survey of parents of third-
year high school students are presented. The questionnaire asked them
about their expectations for their children’s life choices after high school.
The results found that the proportion of parents that wanted their children
to remain in their hometowns was 66.2%. The results of tests of significant
differences found that the proportions differed depending on parents’
socioeconomic status and extent of satisfaction with life in their hometown
regions. Most mothers who were university graduates or who had lived
outside their hometown regions did not expect their children to remain in
their hometowns. Because the number of students pursuing higher
education has recently been increasing, the number of mothers who are
university graduates or have lived outside their hometown regions will most
likely increase. This might cause a decline in the number of parents who
want their children to remain in their hometowns.

Next, the paper discusses some general considerations regarding the
three problems stated above.

1. Young adult migration might be greatly reduced by socioeconomic
contextual changes. The following evidence was found. Young adult
migration depends on important life course events, such as education and
employment. The locations of universities and fluctuations in the economy
directly influence both factors. Moreover, young adults are the largest
migration age group in Japan. Therefore, changes in political, economic,
and social influences have more impact on this group’s migration

behaviors than they have on other age groups’ migration behaviors. It is
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important to consider young adult migration from the peripheral regions
in light of this fact.

These conclusions are based on the following research results. The stay
rates of young adults have been increasing in the peripheral regions since
the 1970s (Chapter 3). However, since the 1990s, and to the present, that
trend has been declining (Chapter 7). In addition, emigration for
employment purposes differs depending on whether recruiting systems
exist in the peripheral areas (Chapter 5). Furthermore, the differences in
the patterns of the return migration for employment purposes by different
characteristics are clearer for the cohort that graduated high school in
the late 1990s than for those who graduated in the late 1970s (Chapter
4).

2. Factors other than personal control might influence young adult
migration. The following evidence was found. For high school career
guidance teachers to have a meaningful influence on a high school
student’s employment choices, the personal control of the students
themselves 1s seldom reflected in migration. However, university
graduates’ return migration for employment purposes might be not only
under the personal control of the returnees because their parents’ desires
might influence their behaviors as well as the relevant socioeconomic
contexts.

These conclusions are based on the following research results. First, it
is believed that the students on the rail of recruiting systems are selected
by the career guidance teachers of a high school rather than the hope of
the students themselves (Chapter 5). University graduates were
significantly different in their rates of return migration for employment
purposes depending on whether they graduated from national or public
universities or graduated from private universities (Chapter 4). One
background factor was that mothers who were university graduates did

not expect their children to remain in their hometowns (Chapter 7).
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Moreover, the young adults who did not return cannot tell you not to have
thought about returning at all, but work, human relations, and so on
become obstacles and may have built the barrier themselves against
returning to their hometowns (Chapter 6). This suggests that young
adults, who are the new leaders of our society, have different
characteristics than older people, which influence them to be more easily
influenced by external factors.

3. Young adult migration might influence the extent of development in
the peripheral regions. The following evidence was found. The local labor
markets in the periphery might have decayed because the high schools in
those areas were too dependent on recruiting systems. The likelihood that
young adults will stay in their hometown regions for employment is
influenced by economic factors unrelated to those regions’ abilities to
absorb young adult workers. Parents who are not happy with their lives
in the peripheral regions might be a factor that encourages the outflow of
young adults from those areas.

These conclusions are based on the following research results.
Recruiting systems have been indispensable mechanisms encouraging the
outmigration of high school graduates from the peripheral areas,
particularly areas with fragile local labor markets, to the metropolitan
areas for stable and effective jobs (Chapter 5). Reductions in the job
opportunity gaps between the peripheral regions and the metropolitan
areas were caused by the increases in stay rates in the peripheral regions
since the 1970s (Chapter 3). That trend weakened in the Shonai region (a
peripheral region) after the late 1990s because of the booming economy
that occurred particularly in the metropolitan areas, which was the
longest lasting boom since World War II (Chapter 7). However, the
proportion of highly educated people in the Shonai region has increased,
university-educated returning migrants were more likely to have been

employed at blue-collar than white-collar jobs, and the returnees replaced
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high school graduates in those positions (Chapter 4). The results of the
statistical analysis found that parents who were not satisfied with life in
the Shonai region did not expect their children to remain in their
hometowns (Chapter 7).

This paper aimed to analyze trends in young adult migration from
Japan’s peripheral regions. These trends were considered intuitively or
ordinarily, and were presented to summarize them, generally and
systematically. By using a variety of methodologies, such as analysis of
more than 30,000 individuals’ data that are difficult for a single
researcher to obtain (Chapter 3), questionnaire surveys (Chapters 4 and
7), fieldwork (Chapter 5), and group interviews (Chapter 6), this paper
contributes significantly to our understanding of young adult migration
in Japan and provides definitive results. This paper also is basic research

that can be a foundation for future studies on young adult migration.
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