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This volume collects three group projects from Sophia University, University of Vienna and FU Berlin 
that involve students as researchers at different stages in their academic lives. In all three cases, stu-
dents actively participated in gathering data for a group project and reflected on their experiences. 
We emphasise that students, rather than being mere receivers of knowledge, may also actively 
contribute to academic research and be part of the collaborative production of know-
ledge. Further, we show how research as a team has to be adjusted, but nevertheless 
can be conducted despite the troubling circumstances of the pandemic.
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SebaStian Polak-Rottmann 
antonia miSeRka

Research into Japanese society:
Reflections from three projects  
involving students as researchers  
during the COVID-19 pandemic

The challenges and merits of fieldwork during COVID-19
When teaching fieldwork and qualitative research methods that require a sig-
nificant amount of independent data gathering, it is essential to provide train-
ing for students so that they can gain first-hand experience and learn how to 
deal with unfamiliar situations such as interviewing respondents (Manzenre-
iter 2020, 115). In some cases, training is closely linked with a current research 
project, thus providing students with insights into the research practice of their 
peers and professors. “Field schools”, for example, allow participants to expe-
rience the place of research, practise their qualitative methods on site and be-
come integrated into a larger research project (see e.g. Manzenreiter / Miserka 
2018). Even in pre-COVID times, such endeavours were often time consuming 
and financially burdensome. Although part of the costs is often covered by var-
ious funding programmes, the additional expenses borne by students can be 
significant, especially when the research site is in another country.

The difficulties associated with on-site teaching of fieldwork practices 
have been further aggravated by COVID-19. In our field of Japanese studies, 
travelling to Japan was practically impossible during most of 2020 and 2021, 
thus raising the question of how to effectively teach qualitative methods with-
out the students having the chance to actually use these methods for their re-
search on Japan. Although the COVID pandemic exposed the vulnerability of 
our teaching practices, it also served to highlight the need to be flexible and 
adapt our methods to changing circumstances. In this volume, we demon-
strate different approaches in uncertain times that enabled students to gain 
first-hand experience for their studies. 

By collecting the experiences from three projects undertaken at different 
universities (Sophia University in Japan, the University of Vienna and Freie 
Universität Berlin), this volume reflects on the strengths and weaknesses of 
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digital ethnography (Pink et al. 2016), the challenges of switching a project to 
“remote fieldwork” (Ugoretz 2021), ways of dealing with delays to an entire 
project and people’s responses to face-to-face-situations after a long period 
of social distancing. All three projects were affected by the pandemic to var-
ying degrees and each developed its own strategies for tackling the difficul-
ties. The projects involved students at different stages in their academic lives: 
undergraduate students at Sophia University, a mixed class of undergradu-
ate and graduate students at Vienna and PhD students at Freie Universität 
Berlin. Even though students at Sophia University were based in Japan, they 
nevertheless had to conduct interviews online. Their eventual return to face-
to-face interviews did not go as smoothly as expected but it provided partici-
pants with the opportunity to reflect on the important topic of interview sit-
uations. The “Aso Winter Field School” at the University of Vienna was based 
entirely on remote fieldwork, which was successful in many ways, although 
participants were aware of a certain lack of spontaneity and the “feeling of 
being there” (Ugoretz 2021, 62). The Berlin-based study group on urban-to-ru-
ral migration faced the difficult task of building a team during the time of 
COVID-19 but discovered that the challenges they encountered enabled nu-
merous new experiences that might eventually serve to broaden the method-
ological horizons of those involved.

One of our aims is to show that research on Japan is possible during 
challenging times such as the COVID-19 pandemic and we hope that these 
accounts might be of help to others struggling with similar situations in the 
future. While all of us have had to make various adjustments to our teach-
ing and research practices, we are convinced that including students in re-
search projects is an enriching experience for all parties involved, regard-
less of the pandemic. From the student articles in this volume, we can see 
that their involvement in research has led them to reflect not only on their 
respective research topics but also on their positionality and what it means 
to interview other people. For the project advisors, the planning, conduct-
ing and evaluation of an entire project during these challenging times has 
caused them to rethink established research practices and learn new ap-
proaches, as most were not familiar with the various online and remote 
methods. 

However, there is another important reason for choosing to publish these 
accounts of three different research projects. Although students might some-
times take part in research projects, their efforts are rarely reflected or ac-
knowledged in the final outcomes. They might usually receive a mark for 
their academic involvement and their attitude and commitment to the pro-
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ject, but they are rarely involved in the further analysis of the data, let alone 
playing a part in the published article. From a pedagogical viewpoint, we be-
lieve it makes sense to include students not only in the data-gathering stage 
but throughout the entire research process, including the writing up of the 
results. It is through experiencing all the stages involved in the current-day 
production of knowledge that they can understand the strengths and limits of 
academia. Also from an ethical perspective, we believe it is only fair and just 
to give students an equal voice in the publication process. The reflection sec-
tions of the students’ papers demonstrate the strength of their involvement 
and commitment during the various phases of their projects, and including 
different perspectives on the research topic enables a broader understanding 
of the research process, thus making research more transparent.

Certainly, this is not a book about how to conduct fieldwork in general or 
how to hold an effective interview, as these subjects have already been cov-
ered in great detail (e.g. Bestor / Steinhoff / Lyon-Bestor 2003, Gmeinbauer / 
Polak-Rottmann / Purkarthofer 2020, Kottmann / Reiher 2020). Instead, we 
suggest this volume may be of interest to three different audiences: First, we 
hope to provide scholars with three creative examples of including students 
in research projects and of finding solutions for challenges such as the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. Second, the articles have been peer reviewed and treated 
equally by the editors, so our hope is that their findings and insights might 
be of use to others researching their respective topics (e.g. urban-to-rural mi-
gration, the changing face of rural Japan, refugees in Japan). Third, we would 
encourage other students to read about the experiences of their peers in Ja-
pan, Austria and Germany in the hope that they too will be encouraged to see 
themselves not only as “receivers” of knowledge but also as potential contrib-
utors to a bigger research project, through which they can experience first-
hand the collaborative production of knowledge.

Three arguments for including students in research
This volume shows how research methods are taught and practiced at 
three different institutions and describes the opportunities given to stu-
dents to contribute to research and become researchers themselves. It is 
divided into three sections, each focusing on a particular project. Each 
begins with a paper by the advisor(s) outlining the aim, methodology and 
challenges of the project and is followed by separate student papers de-
scribing their individual research as well as their reflections on their role 
within the larger research project and the challenges this entailed.
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Part 1 “Giving students something worth researching”—involving 
undergraduate students in research at Sophia University
We begin with Sophia University in Japan with one paper by the supervisor 
of the project and three papers by students. As the project mainly involved 
undergraduate students who had not yet chosen academic life, it focused on 
showing students the meaning of research along with methodological and 
ethical practices. While conducting research on refugees in Japan, the stu-
dents were trained to hold interviews about appropriate topics and to reflect 
deeply on their experiences. It is apparent that talking to refugees proved 
to be an extremely thought-provoking experience and one that encouraged 
them to think about their positionality, the meaning of field research and 
their responsibility as researchers (e.g., ethical concerns). The project also 
demonstrates how research can be presented on a website, making the inter-
viewees’ narratives visible to a broader public audience than traditional aca-
demic publications. 

The first paper, written by David H. Slater, combines the didactic goal 
of preparing students to conduct research autonomously with reflections on 
ethical considerations concerning the vulnerability of interviewees. The sec-
ond paper, written by Ayano Soma, aims to give voice to refugees applying for 
asylum in Japan. It focuses on her learning process and reflects her thoughts 
both on the methodological and the ethical concerns of their research project. 
In the third paper, Thaw Tar focuses on the experiences of Burmese students 
in Japan against the backdrop of a recent coup in their home country and its 
impact on their lives in Myanmar and in Japan. Coming from Myanmar him-
self, Thaw Tar reflects on his own positionality regarding his research topic as 
well as Japan’s role as a receiving country for refugees. The final paper in this 
section, by Megumi Faith Mallari, discusses her experiences as a member of 
the Sophia Refugee Support Group, which aims to support refugees in Japan 
and raise awareness of their plight through social media. The papers demon-
strate how students can be excited at being actively involved in research even 
during the early stages of their studies. 

Part 2 “Experiencing rural Japan through remote fieldwork”—
involving undergraduate and graduate students in research at the 
University of Vienna
The contribution by the University of Vienna comprises two papers by the 
supervisors and joint papers by four student groups participating in the pro-
ject. Their project on the Aso region of Japan continues their department’s 
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long-standing research commitment to the area, which included a research 
trip with students in 2018 (Manzenreiter / Miserka 2018). Wishing to continue 
this tradition, the supervisors had planned to repeat this experience in 2021 
and conduct research on the pandemic’s effects on life in the Aso region with 
the aim of involving students in planning, realisation and analysis of a broad-
er research project, as well as gathering valid data on respective research in-
terests. However, in light of Japan’s travel ban announced in autumn 2021, 
they decided to switch to an online format and conduct remote fieldwork, re-
lying on existing contacts within the Aso region and a colleague living on site 
acting as a communication link. 

The paper by the supervisors Hanno Jentzsch and Sebastian Polak-Rott-
mann introduces the research topic, as well as didactic considerations dur-
ing the different phases of the project. It then reflects on the advantages 
and challenges of virtual research and how they attempted to overcome 
those as a team. The paper by Wolfram Manzenreiter, the initiator of the 
idea of a Field School in Aso, illustrates how previous attempts to involve 
students as researchers have been affected by the pandemic. He shows how 
the project has been transferred to a site in the Austrian Alps and shares the 
experiences of the participants. The first student paper of the Aso Winter 
Field School, written by Katja Palaszewski, Stefan Pöllitzer, Hannah Pilar 
Egger and Tobias Simek, focuses on the effects of social distancing and oth-
er restrictions on people’s wellbeing, such as depression and loneliness. In 
the second student paper, Johanna Mayr, Lenka Miyanohara and Benedikt 
Schultz examine the effect of the pandemic on the activities of social or-
ganisations and traditional events held in the Aso region. The third student 
paper, authored by Wilhelm Donko, Melanie Steinbrugger and Max Fortin, 
examines the attitudes and approaches of the tourism sector in the Aso re-
gion when dealing with the pandemic compared with responses to natural 
disasters. Lastly, Rabia Deveci, Kaloyan Ivanov and Juliana Neuninger ex-
plore how the local Chiiki okoshi kyōryokutai (COKT) programme promotes 
migration to the Aso region in the online sphere and how it portrays the ex-
periences of migrants in Minamiaso along with aspects of the region that 
are represented as important pull factors. All the students reflect on their 
experience of being part of a wider research project and of conducting re-
search online. Their project demonstrates how data can be gathered using 
remote methods and how online interviews are an effective option when in-
terviewing officials and the younger generation. 
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Part 3 “Urban-rural migration and rural revitalization in Japan”—
involving PhD students in research at Freie Universität Berlin
The project carried out by the Freie Universität Berlin is introduced in a paper 
by the advisor and papers by two PhD students who are members of the team. 
The project aims to prepare aspiring young researchers for their future with-
in academia by providing them with the opportunity to take part in a larger 
research project while writing their PhD thesis. Their project reflects on the 
difficulties created by unforeseen circumstances, including having to adapt 
their research to an online format and rescheduling on-site research. It also 
shows how research projects may be made accessible to a wider audience us-
ing blogs and online meetings with colleagues around the globe. 

In the first paper, Cornelia Reiher introduces the overall research project 
on urban-rural migration and rural revitalisation in Japan and discusses the 
challenges that the pandemic and Japan's travel ban posed for their collec-
tive research project and particularly for young scholars working within fixed 
budgets and timeframes. The second paper, written by Ngo Tu Thanh (Frank 
Tu), seeks to explicate how Japan’s rural revitalisation policies, especially mi-
gration-based schemes, are envisioned, formulated, implemented and evalu-
ated from a comparative perspective, while also reflecting on his experiences 
as a part of a larger research project. In the third paper, Cecilia Luzi reflects 
on balancing her work as a research assistant, PhD student and young moth-
er while adapting her ethnographic research in light of the challenges posed 
by the pandemic. In all of their accounts it is apparent that challenging cir-
cumstances provided opportunities to try out new ways of research and col-
laboration. 

All the papers in this volume underline the significance of students’ con-
tributions to their respective research projects and the academic communi-
ty, as well as their success in communicating important social issues to the 
wider general public. We therefore stress the importance and the benefits 
of joining hands with students and producing academic knowledge together.

Finally, we would like to express our gratitude to JAWS for generously sup-
porting us with a grant for language editing, and the Institute for East Asian 
Studies for the opportunity to publish our results. We would also like to thank 
all those in Japan who agreed to be part of the projects presented in this volume.
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PART 1

Giving students something worth researching: 
Involving undergraduate students in research  

at Sophia University
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DaviD H. SlateR

Giving students something worth 
researching

The identification and development of the skills, mind-set and capacities nec-
essary to help students become real researchers depend upon a number of 
institutional as well as pedagogical conditions. I have been fortunate that at 
Sophia University, these institutional conditions have been met. Sophia is a 
teaching-oriented university in central Tōkyō, and the Faculty of Liberal Arts 
(once called the Faculty of Comparative Culture) is the oldest international 
program in Japan. The social studies area has developed a long tradition of 
fostering undergraduate research, a trend that is just now emerging in many 
Japanese universities. While we teach a broad range of liberal arts classes, 
more than half of our professors research and often teach about Japan in one 
way or another. As a result, our curriculum on Japan is something that many 
students come to Sophia to pursue. It also means that our classes are often a 
collection of students from all over the world with different educational and 
personal experiences, language abilities, and research interests. This leads to 
a more diverse view of Japan and Japanese Studies. Within these very positive 
conditions, the role of the teacher or professor in developing young research-
ers is greatly supported.

In order to bring students into the research cycle, to give them the respon-
sibility as researchers, we must listen to them, see where they are coming from 
and why they are doing research, and based on these goals, allow them to take 
the initiative and in time lead other students. It requires us to create a learning 
context where they can pursue their research in their own way. This requires 
a willingness to step aside and delegate responsibility to the students them-
selves. It requires a greater understanding of their abilities, and the limits of 
those abilities, and to be able to anticipate when and how they will hit those 
limits as they venture into research contexts that are usually not what they have 
been prepared for in other parts of an undergraduate curriculum. From this 
new role as professors, it means we must understand how to direct from be-
hind, while being able to see the road ahead, allowing students to take the sorts 
of risks that almost any good research requires while keeping them safe and 
supported. Academically, this entails a collaborative practice of curriculum de-
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sign and a shift in the pedagogical roles of the classroom. Finally, if we are to 
treat our students as researchers, it means that their scholarly product will be 
disseminated in some way beyond the classroom. 

But the first step, one that the advisor must take responsibility for initiat-
ing and then facilitating, is to give the students some reason to do research, 
to be researchers. Unlike PhD students or other scholars who have already 
selected a scholarly life for themselves, undergraduate students must have 
a reason to do the rather substantial amount of work required to become a 
real researcher, and that reason usually comes from outside of the desire to 
further their career. As advisors, we must help them find and facilitate their 
engagement with real-world topics that are of interest and significance be-
yond the academy. Of course, while they might learn valuable research skills 
by interviewing their classmates about some part of academic life, I have 
found that engaging students in my own research and support activities, es-
pecially those that have some impact on what some call the “outside world”, is 
the single most important stimulus in exciting the research impulse strongly 
enough for them to make the commitment of time and energy. 

Student researchers at Sophia University 
The research program that we have created to develop student researchers 
came out during the triple disaster of 2011. For me, like many scholars, teach-
ers and universities in Japan, the triple disaster of 2011 was a turning point in 
how we imagine the goals of academic research, the possible contributions 
of the university to the larger society, and which sort of programs can be de-
veloped around these issues (For a fuller review of this research, please see 
Slater et al. 2020) and it was also a turning point in the ways that we can im-
agine and develop our students as researchers working on meaningful topics 
and producing scholarly results of some relevance. 

As all of eastern Japan was rocked by the earthquake, quickly the scenes 
of the tsunami began to inundate us, mostly through social media. The threat 
of radiation leakage soon followed. On almost everyone’s mind was the same 
question: “What can we do?” Many of us went up to Tōhoku to help as soon 
as it was possible. We were volunteering our labour to do whatever manual 
work that we could—mostly digging rubble out of the few remaining struc-
tures, gutters and what was left of the house foundations. I think that virtually 
no one thought of this as a “research opportunity”, even though this singular 
event probably generated more research in the subsequent years than any 
other event in the history of Japan. Like many academics, I also brought my 
seminar students (zemi-sei) with me.
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Two experiences during this period allowed, or maybe forced me, to re-
think the potential contribution of scholarly work to society and to under-
stand the importance that students could have in that effort. First, we were 
digging rubble one day in Tōhoku, and an old woman, inspecting the ruins of 
her house, called us over. She said that she had seen our camera and want-
ed to tell us something. She explained that her government had forgotten 
her, and the mass media just wanted to tell their already decided stories—not 
her story. She explained, “I thought that maybe you young people could take 
down what I have to say—because I have a lot to say”. And then said, as al-
most an afterthought “And you can tell others about…all this,” she spread her 
hands out across the wreckage that was once their homes. It dawned on us all 
that in fact, she was asking us to leave the digging of rubble in her house, so 
that we could record an interview with her. My students, being anthropology 
students, were equipped to do this sort of thing, although only in a classroom 
context, but we naively began the interview. She had a lot to tell so our inter-
view lasted over three different visits to the site over the coming weeks. Each 
time, after a morning of digging, my students began interviewing her about 
her community, what was left of it and what lay ahead. This was my first ex-
perience with students as fully fledged researchers. 

The second experience occurred in the classroom. In an effort to address 
the disaster in some way, I had thrown out my previous syllabus and with some 
feeling of accomplishment, presented my students with a new “disaster anthro-
pology” syllabus. But when they got it, they were confused, and began to hud-
dle together. After some minutes, they came back to me and said, “While we 
really appreciate this, Professor, this is not what we had in mind.” They con-
tinued, “We do not want to read about other disasters. We want to help and re-
search this one, our own disaster.” Their proposal was that we continue to go 
up to Tōhoku each weekend, take the overnight bus from Shinjuku to arrive at 
dawn Saturday morning of volunteer work, interview in the afternoon, repeat 
on Sunday and take another overnight bus on Sunday midnight back to Tōkyō. 
They would write fieldnotes and make transcripts of whatever interviews we 
got, and then at the end of the semester write this up to get credit. I accepted 
their proposal. This experience showed me two things—if given the chance to 
do meaningful research, students will expend great energy and effort. Also, if 
I let my students take responsibility for their own learning, this effort could re-
sult in real research. The rest of this article outlines some of the practices that 
we have developed in the past decade in order to guide that effort in a produc-
tive way, from our post-disaster origin (Voices from Tōhoku, see https://tohoku-
karanokoe.org) and now our subsequent iteration as Refugee Voices Japan. 
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Students as researchers
While most of the short articles put the stress on the researcher part of “student 
researcher”, I think we need to begin with the student part. The students in our 
program are quite anomalous in Japan. The majority are “returnees” (kikokushi-
jo) who have spent some significant portion of their lives outside of Japan, usu-
ally in an English-speaking country, during high school. They are a hugely di-
verse group, having grown up all over the world and bringing with them a much 
broader wealth of experience than found at almost any department in Japan or 
many other countries for that matter. Overall, they are relatively wealthy, from 
cosmopolitan backgrounds and now going to an elite private university. On the 
other hand, their Japanese-language ability, and their familiarity with Japan as 
either a scholarly study or as lived experience is less developed than the aver-
age Japanese college student’s. I teach anthropology within a social-studies area, 
and our program is designed to introduce them to Japanese society, economy 
and politics in a critical way that can cause some to be uncomfortable because 
it is at odds with much of what they have learned in school. This research class 
is usually taken by anthropology or sociology majors as one of the distribution 
courses for their major, during the third or fourth year.

Students have complex and often not fully formulated positionalities 
(Robertson 2002). By positionality I mean their relationship to the project, 
to the research subjects (in our case, once disaster survivors but today ref-
ugees) and to the act of research itself. I try to begin by understanding why 
each student is doing research, what they are looking to get out of the re-
search, and what they are willing to put into the research (in terms of time 
and energy, but also their emotional commitment). If their goal is just to get 
a grade, the time and effort required of this sort of class is usually too large, 
and they drop the class. Do they want to become a professional researcher? 
Often, students who take this sort of class have graduate school as their im-
mediate goal upon graduation, and many see this research opportunity as a 
means to accumulate the skills and credentials necessary for admission. In 
that case, students are often more motivated to do outside research, do indi-
vidual-skills development and spend more time refining their writing for the 
project. Is this project part of a larger personal agenda of social justice? This 
is also quite common and today, many, but not all, of our researchers are also 
active in the Sophia Refugee Support Group1 (explained below). These sorts of 
students will spend more time and energy outside of class with our “research 
subjects” (disaster survivors or later, refugees), building an unstructured and 
1 https://www.instagram.com/sophia.srsg/?hl=en
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very personal relationship. More generally, positionality speaks to the race, 
class and gender of students as this is related to our research subjects. Thus, 
just taking the students who submitted their own pieces to this collection as 
examples, a Burmese (Thaw Tar) interviewing refugees from Myanmar will 
have a very different relationship with his research subjects than a Japanese 
(Soma Ayano) interviewing an African, or a Filipina student (Megumi Mallari) 
interviewing a Syrian who just fled the war. This is a complex dynamic that 
each of our student researchers talks about in their essay, and it is a recurrent 
point of discussion among the research team. From the point of view of the 
professor, we need to remember that in order to facilitate the transformation 
from class group to research team, from student to researcher, the professor/
research-team leader needs to acknowledge the individuals in their team.

Researching vulnerable populations and support
Our project falls within a number of different subfields, one of which is applied 
anthropology. A minimal early definition might be the application of the meth-
ods and theory of anthropology to the analysis and solution of practical problems 
(Stewart 1983). Sol Tax is often credited as the founder of this subfield that he at 
first described as “action anthropology”, an approach that studies anthropologi-
cal problems. It pursues it in a context of action where the anthropologist “would 
not keep herself as a mere observer, but is involved intimately in solving prob-
lems” (Tax 1975, 514). Kedia and Van Willigen (2002, X) update this definition as 
“process as a complex of related, research-based, instrumental methods which 
produce change or stability in specific cultural systems through the provision of 
data, initiation of direct action, and/or the formulation of policy”. We might say 
that action or applied anthropology is the praxis-based engagement of anthro-
pological research that includes direct researcher involvement with the goal of 
transformative activism within the participating community. 

Interestingly, there is very little scholarly literature on the ways that un-
dergraduate students can be engaged in these projects within the field of an-
thropology, and in only a few university programs do we see any effort to in-
clude this in the training of graduate programs even when they offer a course 
on how to integrate undergraduate students into anthropological research. 
Until recently, most anthropological research was conducted in far-flung lo-
cations that prevented anyone but professionals or PhD students from visit-
ing. But even today as we have shifted to more “at home” ethnographic pro-
jects, (see Kottak 1982 for a classic statement) anthropology has not produced 
the library of systematic literature on the role of training of students as re-
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searchers. In contrast, there are numerous other examples outside of the dis-
cipline, most of which fall somewhere along a gradient from volunteer sup-
port (see Hagan 2021) to researching social problems (see Johnson 2005 in so-
ciology) but there are few systematic efforts to link these two goals in a disci-
plined fashion, and almost no scholarship that addresses these ad hoc efforts.

More specifically, we are working with vulnerable populations, a fact that 
has certain implications for the involvement of students. The people we have 
worked with have shifted over the years, from 2011 survivors in Tōhoku to 
radiation refugees who fled mostly Fukushima to foreign refugees seeking 
recognition, currently living in the Kantō area. While diverse in geography, 
age and life-course trajectory, they as both individuals and as groups fit most 
definitions of “vulnerable populations” (Merry 2005). There is rich literature 
on the challenges, and the need to be researching these populations within 
anthropology, although it has not produced a synthetic or consensus perspec-
tive within anthropology (Marino / Faas 2020) nor in adjacent qualitative re-
search fields (Pinto 2019). The work on research with refugees, in particular, 
is less developed (but see Ramsay 2020 for a recent perspective). More spe-
cifically, focusing on the methodological practice, we might say we are work-
ing on oral narrative, even though there is little consensus on the use of this 
method across a wide range of vulnerable populations including disaster sur-
vivors and refugees (Hoffman 2019; Pennell 2017). One aspect of the field of 
oral history of refugees is more developed due to the rather particular ways 
that interview data can be used as “testimony”, a type of material that has in 
the past ten years become increasingly important in scholarly work on what 
counts as evidence, in particular, within the context of a refugee-recognition 
applications and court hearings (Pennell 2017). While this is not the place to 
outline this literature, I will focus on those aspects of this dynamic that ap-
pear to be systematically different when conducted by students, most notably 
the immediate interview situation. (For a full discussion of the methodology 
employed by the project, please see here in English2 or here in Japanese3). 

A differently configured project
Even in this cursory review of some of the literature, it is important to note 
that our projects begin from a very different place than that which is assumed 
in much of the literature, and this difference speaks directly to the role of 
students as researchers. In this literature, most often it is assumed that inter-

2 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/methodology/
3 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/methodology/ja/
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view questions about a refugee’s life will be generated from a review of previ-
ously published literature in the field. It is assumed that the interview is often 
the first time researchers will have met the research subject. These extremely 
difficult circumstances often yield rather random results, and then usually 
involve a process of trial and error, even when the research is conducted by 
very experienced senior researchers. It would be unreasonable and unpro-
ductive, especially in the context of a single semester, to expect students to 
get very far in any substantial data collection. 

In our project, rather than encountering a refugee as a research subject 
initially and primarily within the context of data collection (usually in the 
context of an interview or survey), our relationships with our subjects all date 
back to an earlier relationship of support, efforts primarily run by students 
through direct contact with the refugees. It is through this direct and personal 
contact that we establish a pre-research relationship that in turn allowed us 
to begin to understand the background, current situation and future plans of 
the refugees. By the time refugees volunteer to be interviewed, they have met 
me and many other students, and usually have already gone through at least 
one interview with some of the more senior researchers in our program. This 
is not to say that this early contact makes the refugees less vulnerable; rather 
it is that the students and I are more familiar with the nature of their vulner-
ability and can try to adapt accordingly. This is also not to say that the start of 
any formal interview does not also present its own challenges, but this pre-re-
search contact enables even students to overcome many of the initial hurdles 
of any interview—familiarity, establishment of trust, etc—considerations that 
are perhaps even more important in the case of refugees or other vulnerable 
populations. Below is an outline of the nature of this contact in order to illus-
trate one way to prepare students for better research. 

Our support effort—the Sophia Refugee Support Group
Through student support groups (university “circles”, an important part of 
student life in Japan), we have organised different forms of volunteer sup-
port for our target populations, from digging rubble in Tōhoku, to tutoring 
children who have relocated from Fukushima to our current group, Sophia 
Refugee Support Group (SRSG). This sort of engagement is an important 
opportunity for the students to understand the immediate situation of ref-
ugees in Tōkyō and to get to know the individual refugees who might vol-
unteer to be interviewed. As such, it is also an important opportunity for 
students to begin to understand the need and significance of the research 
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itself, especially for 20-something students with relatively little worldly ex-
perience. Currently, the SRSG conducts monthly “Refugee Cafes” where ref-
ugees and students gather, teach and learn Japanese language and life strat-
egies for Tōkyō, periodic talks by lawyers or doctors, but mostly it is just a 
chance to do some ‘deep hanging out’ with each other. The act of support 
allows students to better understand the overall situation, to learn how to 
speak to them in a natural way as they engage in a relatively structured and 
important activity of providing support. Once research begins, the famili-
arity, sometimes friendship, that is established with the narrators greatly 
helps students and informants navigate the relatively intimate setting of the 
interview. 

The relationship between the support and research part of the project 
allows students to experience the reciprocal relationship between the two. 
Not only does the support facilitate better research—allowing us to establish 
familiarity and specific knowledge of individual refugees’ situations—but the 
results of research are also used to better target the support efforts moving 
forward. The result of the research, the knowledge that students gain from 
systematic ethnography—interviewing or participant observation—always in-
cludes numerous insights into the needs of this vulnerable population. These 
insights are culled from the research and used by the Sophia Refugee Sup-
port Group to refine current and initiate new programs. For example, in our 
research on female African refugees, we came to understand the need for 
hygiene products. Today, each month we send to our refugee friends a wide 
array of these products—easily sourced by us but harder for the refugees to 
secure. Similarly, after listening to a number of stories of failed refugee appli-
cations (Japan usually recognised less than 1% of all applications) ostensibly 
based on the rejection of non-Japanese language documents, the students de-
veloped a document-translation subgroup. In our case, our multilingual stu-
dents were uniquely prepared to undertake this important job of providing 
translations of necessary documentation for the refugee-asylum application. 

For students, seeing this link between scholarly and support activity is 
an important way of making our research “useful”, of having some feeling 
of accomplishment that they have impacted the larger world around them. 
For more experienced academics, we often tell ourselves that publishing in a 
journal has some of this same function—which in some (unusual) instances 
could be true. Students usually like to see a more immediate effect of their 
work and in a shorter time frame. This recursive relationship between the 
support and the scholarship services that purpose. 
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Research pedagogy, zemi-style
The literature on students as researchers is quite developed in terms of the ped-
agogical practices and challenges within the immediate context of data collec-
tion (e.g., Fraser et al. 2004, which brings up some issues we will address be-
low). There is also a stimulating if smaller body of literature around ideas of 
social justice that documents students as engaged in more activist research in 
their own student communities (Ginwright / Cammarota / Noguera 2006; Sher-
rod / Flanagan / Kassimir 2006). This is all interesting and relevant scholarship 
but perhaps more than any other aspect of developing students as researchers, 
it is important to note that each classroom setting is part of a larger cultural-
ly specific set of expectations of what an appropriate and productive learning 
environment should be—Japan is no exception. Within the context of the class 
itself, we mostly adhere to a workshop style or what we call zemi (originally 
based on the English word “seminar”). Because many of the students take the 
course for multiple semesters, we have a number of age and experience levels 
in the class at once. In a zemi class, older and more experienced students called 
senpai take an active role in the running of the class, sometimes recognized as 
teaching assistants, with the primary role of mentoring younger students, or 
kōhai in Japanese. This requires a displacement of the professor, and with a few 
exceptions, there are few lectures by me; even when I lead discussions at the 
start of the term, one important goal is to move into a less “teacher-centred” 
format. Students are expected to take responsibility for their own learning. Stu-
dents are presenting to the class materials that they have found or generated 
which are necessary for the success of the whole group. Most of the students 
who have gone to a Japanese high school are familiar with the experience of 
sustained group work, guided by older students with a large amount of the task 
distributed by and to each student. 

This format might seem at first to be less labour intensive for the profes-
sor, but in fact it takes some time to learn how much can be delegated and 
what sort of monitoring is necessary, tolerated and sought by students. It de-
pends on very able senpai, who fully understand the nature of research and of 
the course and are able to stay in close communication with you. A good zemi 
also requires quite a bit of buy-in by students, as they are being asked to make 
a greater commitment of time and energy than in other courses. For some, 
they welcome this expectation in exchange for greater autonomy and respon-
sibility in their own research, others do not. At least some level of familiarity 
with the format of the zemi is also very useful. For the foreign-exchange stu-
dents from America or Europe in our programme, some of whom take this 
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class, this sort of work seems less familiar, and at times, integration with the 
students from a Japanese background is a challenge. In the words of one of 
my most experienced Japanese students, “I really like having American stu-
dents in the class—they always have interesting perspectives and are willing 
to share them, but one thing—they really do not know how to work in groups”. 

While there are a few basic shared readings assigned by me—mostly 
primary-source documents such as the Convention on Refugees, and some 
literature-review articles to give them a sense of the parameters of the field 
(e.g., “The International Law of Refugee Protection” [Goodwin-Gill 2014] 
and “Ethical Considerations: Research with People in Situations of Forced 
Migration” [Clark-Kazak 2017])—we move as quickly as possible to students 
themselves developing annotated bibliographies of their topic. These would 
include the statistical profiles of today’s global-refugee crisis, an outline of 
the shifting patterns of immigration flows in Japan, country reports from 
the refugee narrator’s home country, legal documentation, reports by the 
Japanese Immigration services, reports by the different Bar Associations in 
Japan, and theory and comparative ethnography on the topics of interest as 
they seek to narrow down the focus for the term. This material is checked 
and guided by me and senpai/TAs, but all done by the students. 

The most teacher-centred aspect of the course is the detailed training 
in oral-narrative and ethnographic interview methodology. This requires 
question generation, interview techniques, and turn-taking (and then later, 
transcribing, coding and analysis). Because each of our narrators usually 
has had some previous interviews, the transcript and video recordings for 
that interview provide an important chance for them to be exposed not only 
to interview flow in general, but also to the particularities of each narrator. 
The senpai then take over the practice of the interview technique, conduct-
ing mock interviews and holding meetings on how to deal with the most 
common problems. 

Students interviewing Vulnerable Populations
The logical and ethical challenges of working with vulnerable populations 
such as these are well documented in the literature (for example, in the Eu-
ropean Commission Directorate-General for Research and Innovation 2020) 
and it is not necessary to recite them here, but to note that we strictly follow 
the principles and best practices designed to ensure refugee safety and se-
curity. All students are trained to understand and practice the importance 
of conducting interviews that are structured about “dignity, respect, human 
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attention and empathy” (Hoffman 2019, 139). They also follow the principles 
and practices of consent, confidentiality and presentation of data. For ex-
ample, we use non-coercive recruitment procedures and always have a fully 
informed consent agreement in writing. Moreover, our refugee narrator re-
tains full control and ownership of their data, image, voice and story; at any 
stage of the process, they can withdraw participation and any data collected 
to that point. Because central to our project is the publication of findings, the 
refugee narrator has full approval (or disapproval) of all content, design, im-
ages and text that goes up on our website, and approves of all narrative and 
video clips that go up on the website. Since the refugee narrator’s story, face 
and voice will all be available for public consumption, this is important. This 
is important not only to protect the narrators—our first priority—but also to 
impress upon the students the possible real-world implications of the collec-
tion, analysis and presentation of data. 

Students as researchers do present additional challenges as well as oppor-
tunities especially in the immediate context of data collection—the interview 
itself. In most, but not all, cases, our student researchers are younger than 
the refugee narrator. As such, for many narrators, they do not carry the same 
amount of authority nor demand the same amount of respect that a more sen-
ior researcher (or professor) might. There have been some cases where the ref-
ugee decided that they did not feel comfortable speaking to students. Some-
times, although it was rarely verbalised in this way, they saw my assignment of 
student researchers to their interview as a lack of respect. As one refugee ex-
plained to me, “At first, I thought that you were taking me and my story lightly 
by having your students [rather than yourself] do the interview. That upset me, 
to tell you the truth”. He continued, “I did not want to talk to a bunch of kids”. 
Instead, he wanted to talk to “someone in charge”, and in this project, as in 
many projects, that meant the professor. This refugee eventually became one 
of our most interviewed narrators and ended up forming very close bonds with 
some of the students, but these were his first feelings. 

Sometimes, refugees have been hesitant because they did not think young 
people knew enough about the world generally and the refugee situation in 
particular to understand the complexity of their story. To address this feeling, 
our students have to be as fully informed as possible, and often have to work 
to gain the trust of the refugee narrator by demonstrating this knowledge. 
(This is rarely necessary when an older researcher conducts interviews.) At 
times, I have the first interview with the refugee, alone or with some of the 
students, in order to put the students in the same frame of “researcher” as I 
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am. We might slowly transition from me to them as the primary interviewer, 
as the refugee narrator begins to feel comfortable and accepting of the stu-
dents. If this fails, we also might abandon the students as interviewers, and I 
would conduct the interview myself or with my senior colleagues. This rep-
resents a pedagogical failure—that we have failed to create a situation where 
the students are fully involved in a way that allowed the refugee narrator to 
feel secure. But in those unusual cases when this has occurred, students have 
once again seen the strong feelings and real-life consequences of the practice 
of research. 

Far more often, the fact that the research was conducted by students was 
accepted and welcomed by the refugee narrators. The reasons are many. Any 
refugee-asylum applicant has been interviewed by immigration authorities 
many times (at least half a dozen in most cases), in what are almost always 
contentious and even combative events where the primary aim of the inter-
viewer is to cast doubt on their refugee story as a justification for rejection 
of their refugee application. The students, in their unassuming and usually 
friendly way, present a dramatically different interview context, where the 
refugee usually feels far more comfortable than in any of the other interview 
contexts that they have experienced with authorities. But other times, refu-
gees are also more comfortable talking to students than to me. One woman 
explained, “It was easy to talk to students—they are always nice and want to 
know more”. She continued, teasing me a bit, “And no offence, Professor, you 
are an old white guy, even if you are wearing a polo shirt”. 

Part of the welcome of students by refugees lies in the excitement at be-
ing able to tell a group of young people the real situation of their lives. Most 
refugees, at least in Japan, feel that few know their story and fewer still care 
about it. They also recognise that more often younger people than older peo-
ple are open to them. One Cameroonian refugee explained that “I have a long 
story, my story. [The situation in my country] will not be resolved any time 
soon. So, young people are our future, the future of Japan, and they are the 
ones who should know”. Behind this is the hope, or maybe faith, that these 
young people will produce change, that they are more likely to be willing and 
able to act upon the knowledge that they get from the interview. As this same 
Cameroonian noted, “This might not help me, but it could help others”. In 
this case, the youth and inexperience that inevitably comes with student re-
searchers are understood less as a handicap than as an opportunity. 

Even with these positive feelings, the interview is not without challenges. 
The more a narrator sees their role as educating the students, the more they 



29David H. Slater

will usually be in control of the interview, dominating the talk, dictating the 
flow of topics and at times even checking or testing the understanding of the 
student researchers. While in a sociological survey sort of exchange, these 
patterns would derail the interview and compromise the collection of data, 
in semi-structured, ethnographic interviews, this pattern allows the inter-
viewee to steer the discussion to what is important to them—one of the goals 
of this sort of interview. Nevertheless, the student interviewers sometimes 
struggle to introduce the sets of questions that they have prepared within the 
larger flow of talk, an important part of learning how to manage the inter-
view and secure useful data. 

With younger refugee narrators—for example, other college students—
there is often an establishment of a sort of rough equality of status with stu-
dent researchers. This can result in a high level of comfort and trust, a shared 
frame of reference especially for popular cultural references and similar hu-
mour, all of which produce a high level of comfort quite quickly on both sides. 
One challenge in these sorts of instances is to prevent the interview from fall-
ing into sort of a chat session, and to keep the research-related information 
flowing in a way that results in substantive research. Nevertheless, this is a 
sort of context that senior researchers could not replicate, and where stu-
dents do a better job in some ways. 

It is always important to remember that when you are interviewing, the 
research instrument is not a digital audio recorder or a camera—it is the 
whole person of the researcher, their specific race, class and gender, their 
face, gesture and eye contact, the knowledge and personality. And age or sta-
tus. And students and younger researchers are different and thus bring new 
and distinctive ways to relate in an interview, and thus different sorts of data 
collection and production are also possible. Each interview is different, and 
most interviews fall somewhere between these examples, but the sort of dy-
namics that are presented when students act as interviewers is predictable 
and thus can be anticipated, and must be prepared for by the professor. 

Dissemination of Findings
Although this is the final step in our research project each semester, it is 
one of the most important because for students the difference between 
“homework” you do for class and “research” often hinges on dissemina-
tion. As one student explained, “The thing I hate about school is that I 
work so hard on my papers, submit them, and that’s it. Some teachers give 
me comments—many do not—but either way, that is the end of it, the end 
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of my work. It does not go anywhere and does nothing”. Point well tak-
en. It is important for the professor to make some way for the results of 
the students’ efforts to be taken outside of the context of the classroom. 
Above, I have noted one important “use” of our research—the direct appli-
cation of findings to identify the needs and the possible solutions to those 
needs to improve the lives of our refugee friends, which sits at the heart of 
our support effort. But there are also other types of dissemination as well. 

Some of the students’ research work is good enough to be published in 
a journal, or otherwise shared with a wider audience. In those cases, I try to 
co-author papers with them if they are not quite ready (a topic for another pa-
per). Of course, at least at the start, most students are not ready for peer-review 
journal publication. But even those students who are producing very high-qual-
ity work are often not (yet) focused on the academic pipeline of article writing 
as a suitable, interesting or even worthy end goal of their efforts. One fourth-
year student asked me and the whole class, “Why would we even want to write 
an article that you have to go to the library just to access, maybe pay money 
to read and then no one really reads anyway?” This comment goes back to the 
beginning of the paper where I noted that it is important to understand stu-
dents’ motivations. In an academic ecosystem that has traditionally had a nar-
row view of scholarship (often limited to peer-review journals), part of the role 
of a professor in mentoring students as researchers includes a widening of our 
usual definition of the evaluation and dissemination of the scholarly work. It 
is also our responsibility to find some venue to make this happen. If research 
findings are to be taken as seriously pursued ends, demanding time and ener-
gy, creativity and insight, they must be shared in some way. 

At the end of each semester, all students publish their findings on a web-
site that is open to the public. Voices from Tōhoku, our Japanese-language 
website with thousands of short clips of survivor narratives from the 2011 tri-
ple disaster has had more than 10,000 hits—rock-star numbers for an oral-his-
tory website, and one of the largest of any undergraduate-oral history website 
of any kind. It is also the largest site of its kind on the 2011 disasters. Refugee 
Voices Japan, our current website began in English and is just now opened; 
we are translating the material into Japanese as time and budget allow. This 
is one way to allow us to share students’ research beyond the spaces of the 
classroom and the time limitations of the semester. Putting up and maintain-
ing a website that continues on from year to year as students graduate and 
move on is important work that inevitably falls upon the professor, at least 
as the only person who is there over time. It requires some development of 
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skills and mobilisation of labour (editing, web design, etc.) and securing of 
financial resources (for labour as well as server and maintenance). For me at 
least, this has meant an effort to navigate the academic bureaucracy that usu-
ally, at least in Japan, has quite different ideas of what education is, how it is 
enacted, measured and given credit for, and how it is funded (or not). It prob-
ably means some lobbying of the public-relations sectors of the university to 
convince them that this sort of effort is worth supporting from a recruiting 
and reputation-building point of view. 

Concluding Remarks
If the first step in our effort to develop young researchers is to give them 
something worth researching, the final might be to help them understand 
the unpredictability of real research. In order to move from controlled 
environments of classroom-practice sessions to actual research, it is nec-
essary for students to realise that the way research is planned and how it 
ends up is often quite different. And they have to understand that at times, 
the best-laid plans fail to produce the sorts of results that lead to publish-
able work or even completion of the data collection. Because we are deal-
ing with “human subjects”, different members of vulnerable populations, 
most recently refugees, their situation is insecure, in constant flux and 
they are often unable to complete the series of interviews required under 
our current research schedule, all due to factors outside of the students’ 
control. Moreover, there could always be interpersonal situations that do 
directly involve the students such as personality conflicts, different vi-
sions of where the research focuses, and even racial or ethnic conflicts. 
Students have to be made aware of these circumstances and the possibility 
that they might impinge upon the original research plan, and be ready to 
refocus, sometimes overhaul, their research plan on the run. While it is 
difficult to learn these skills, they are some of the most important to the 
development of sustainable and adaptable researchers, students or not. 
Again, these are issues that go back to the fundamental realisation that I 
seek to instil in my student researchers—that their research matters, that 
work with any “human subjects”, and especially vulnerable populations 
such as refugees, has an impact and thus carries with it a willingness to 
accept that responsibility, as you better understand your relationships to 
the other people involved in our research project.
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Positionality in student research  
with an African refugee:  
Negotiating successful interviewing 
through student mentoring as senpai
Having been born in Japan, raised by Japanese parents, and attended local Jap-
anese schools, I grew up in a homogeneous environment. When I started un-
derstanding English and consuming Western media around the age of 13, I was 
astonished by the difference in media representation. Seeing a positive por-
trayal of various socially sensitive issues that I was used to seeing portrayed in a 
negative light in Japanese media, I learned to be critical of the norms presented 
in media discourse. I came to wish to study society and culture to find out why 
the same issues can be perceived so differently across the world and what influ-
ences the dynamics of social relations for the population.

In March of 2021, the death of a Sri Lankan woman in an immigration-de-
tention centre hit the headlines in the country. The subsequent investigation 
revealed that the detainee, who was ordered to be deported after overstaying, 
died in her cell after being denied proper medical care (Jozuka 2021). The inci-
dent sparked the public’s interest in the national immigration system and the 
inhumane treatment of those detained. I began to learn that the acceptance rate 
of refugees is significantly lower in Japan than in other nations of the Global 
North, leading to a large and increasing collection of detainees who could not 
return to their home country for fear of persecution. However, there was a sheer 
lack of representation of the voices of those concerned in the media; when their 
stories were told at all, they were predominantly told by somebody else.

Around the same time, in my last year at Sophia University, I came across 
a student-led digital oral narrative project supervised by David Slater that 
aims at joining the voice of a population that is not always depicted accurate-
ly in the media. It was a perfect opportunity for me to apply the theoretical 
knowledge and other research skills I had acquired during my years as an un-
dergraduate student in the field that I came to see as a gap that needed to be 
filled. Without much further understanding of the legal framework and the 
reality of refugees and asylum seekers or developed methodological skills in 
interviewing, I decided to join the research.
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The student-led research project revolves around a group of students 
working with an informant over the course of a semester, trying to find the 
best way to help the refugee narrator tell their story in their own words. By 
the end of the semester, we curate the collected data in writing and interview 
clips for the presentation on the project’s website1. In the spring semester of 
2021, when I first took part in the oral-narrative research, we had the oppor-
tunity to narrate the stories of two refugees: Yasser from Syria and Nahed 
from Tunisia. I was in the group of four undergraduate students interview-
ing Yasser and joined him in voicing his story of growing up under Assad’s 
regime2.

Research dynamics, Japanese style
Shortly after the semester ended, I was offered the position of teaching as-
sistant by David Slater for the following autumn semester of 2021. Wishing 
to resume my research with refugees and asylum seekers in Japan, I jumped 
at the opportunity to return to the project, this time with responsibility as a 
senpai (senior) student overseeing the progress of the kōhai ( junior) students. 
This resembled the zemi (seminar) style common in Japan, where the sen-
iors guide their juniors as they also participate in the project themselves. It is 
a structurally inherent part of the way students relate to each other all over 
Japan, with the expectation of mentoring from the top and willingness to re-
ceive support from below. Although in the English-speaking Faculty of Liber-
al Arts at Sophia University, the age hierarchy is less taken into account and 
san is seldom used to address an older student, the students recognized me as 
a senpai by calling me Ayano-san from the first day, even when communicat-
ing in English. Such a senpai-kōhai relationship created a sense of closeness 
and it was developed through in-class mentoring and out-of-class meetings, 
which often started with code-switching from casually chatting in Japanese to 
working on the project in English. Closeness, intimacy and trust established 
in the positionality of senpai and kōhai were highly beneficial parts of the stu-
dent experience as researchers.

In an international program such as ours and a highly multicultural re-
search team, co-operation is not something we could take for granted. One 
might expect that such differences among members could result in friction. 
However, a study conducted on culturally diverse work groups found that 
multicultural teams have higher team satisfaction than monocultural teams 
(Stahl et al. 2009, 702–3). The same study also revealed that groups with cul-

1 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/
2 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/growing-up-under-assads-regime/
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tural diversity in personalities, values and attitudes showed more effective-
ness in communication than groups with diversity in gender or age (Harri-
son / Prince / Bell 1998, 98; Stahl et al. 2009, 703). While this sort of diversity 
might be taken for granted at programs in the US or Europe, in Japan this is 
an unusual situation, but in our case, diversity was surely our strength. The 
different experiences and dispositions each student brought fused into one 
goal of joining the voice of the narrator through extensive and rather intense 
communication. In the end, many students commented that the project was 
the most rewarding experience in their undergraduate years.

Preliminary research—the refugee situation in Japan 
The first challenge for each semester was to address the fact that the participat-
ing students did not have prior experience in conducting research in refugee 
studies or awareness of the actual global or domestic refugee situation in Japan. 
The lack of knowledge among the students is partially attributed to the low lev-
el of refugee recognition and the small population of African asylum seekers 
in Japan. Out of 6,150 applications processed in 2021, only 65 people were rec-
ognized as refugees by the Japanese government, the majority of which were 
from Myanmar, China and Afghanistan (Immigration Services Agency of Japan 
2022). Thus, it was a task for the senpai researchers to facilitate students’ under-
standing of the narrator’s complex story of persecution and forced displace-
ment while guiding them in the methods of ethnographic interviewing.

The narrator, who shall remain nameless in this article to respect her wish 
for privacy, was born in a major African country. Coming from a relatively 
wealthy background, she and her siblings received a good education and had 
jobs such as government officials, teachers and engineers. The narrator herself 
obtained a degree in business and was working as an accountant until she was 
forced to leave the country after experiencing discrimination at work due to 
her political support for the democratic movement. She came to Japan through 
a contact in the early 2010s and has stayed since then under a non-permanent 
visa called Designated Activities (tokutei katsudō), which is valid for up to five 
years and renewable upon screening. She applied for refugee recognition a few 
years after arriving and still awaits hearing the result to this day.

The semester began with preliminary research on the global and nation-
al situation that surrounds refugees in preparation for the interviews. The 
students spend the first couple of weeks annotating and discussing the fun-
damental refugee sources; in particular, the 1951 Refugee Convention by the 
United Nations, “The International Law of Refugee Protection” (Goodwin-Gill 
2014), “Ethical Considerations: Research with People in Situations of Forced 
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Migration” (Clark-Kazak 2017) as well as on the legal status of refugee recog-
nition in Japanese law. However, they struggled to identify what needed to be 
addressed with their own research. For example, when the group decided the 
first step was to try to untangle the many complicated types and conditions of 
the different possible visa statuses refugees are eligible for, one enthusiastic 
student ended up listing all of the types of visas from diplomatic to start-up, 
almost none of which are relevant to refugees and asylum seekers and thus 
not of any use to our project. It was evident that most students (in our pro-
gram and most undergraduates) are well-trained to execute academic tasks 
when asked, but very few have experience in designing or executing a real 
project. Through this, the other teaching assistant and I became aware that 
our role as senpai researchers was to lead the students to learn in the sense of 
gaining a “sense of problem” (mondai ishiki) or ability to recognise an issue 
and generate their own questions before heading off to find the answers.

Another challenge was to teach students to learn to be critical of what is 
sometimes called jōshiki in Japanese (“common sense”), especially when it 
was supported and propagated by their own governments. For example, they 
had trouble understanding persecution as the grounds for seeking asylum 
against a Japanese government discourse that continues to foreground the 
“fake refugees” (gisō nanmin). The word is used to refer to those who apply for 
refugee recognition for economic advantage despite not facing an imminent 
threat to life or physical freedom. The Japanese immigration service and pol-
iticians have argued for a system that eliminates the so-called gisō nanmin to 
protect genuine refugees (Immigration Services Agency of Japan 2003). The 
problem is that this term is often used to explain and justify the less than 1% 
recognition rate, dismissing the 99% as somehow “fake refugees” (Japan As-
sociation for Refugees 2018). Hence, we allocated more time to discuss the co-
existence of economic interest and fear of persecution, and the government’s 
often opportunistic use of the argument that appears to reflect academic re-
search, when in fact, it is more often little more than a political agenda. The 
negotiation of these many “shades of grey” is a skill that most undergraduates 
are only starting to learn, but is necessary for their development as they be-
gin their own research.

Interviewing—training, trial and error
The next stage was analysing past interviews to generate a theme that would 
become a focal point for each student. The advantage of devoting time and ef-
fort to watching and analysing past interviews is not limited to developing the 
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plan for the interview that they are to do by themselves. It also is an oppor-
tunity for them to become familiar with the personality and the way of com-
munication of the narrator. The first interview with the narrator, which was 
conducted about three years prior to this semester, made a relatively bad im-
pression on all of us; there was a sense of awkwardness and the narrator was 
often visibly uncomfortable and impatient with the interviewers. Noticing 
the tension and nervousness rising among the students, we called for a dis-
cussion on the methodological issues that could have been the cause of this 
awkwardness. Particularly, we paid attention to the phrase the narrator re-
peatedly used “as I told you” chiding the previous group of students for their 
repeated asking of the same questions. But we also saw that it was a way for 
her to keep control of the interview as well as assert her status within the in-
terview setting. It often seemed that the narrator saw the interview as a place 
for her to educate the students rather than to share her experience.

For the last two years, interviews were conducted online amid the COV-
ID-19 outbreak to reduce physical contact with the narrators, some of whom 
do not have access to national-health insurance. Although we had adjusted to 
the new interview environment, we decided to come back face-to-face this se-
mester given the consistently low number of cases and the sensitive charac-
ter of the narrator, which we concluded was better accommodated in person. 
In the face-to-face environment, it was even more important to demonstrate 
our readiness and meticulous preparation was needed.

Despite the efforts put into the preparation, the first interview did not go 
too well. There was still that sense of awkwardness we recognised in the in-
terview from three years earlier. We immediately held a “reflection meeting” 
(hanseikai) and exchanged views on what went wrong. Including reflective 
practice in planning and after completing research is crucial to ensuring the 
vulnerable participant is protected and their needs are addressed (Parajuli / 
Horey 2021, 4). From a more logistical perspective, we noted that the inter-
view was started in a rush and thus there was no time for the narrator to un-
wind or for us all to break the ice. The students then suggested that they take 
about ten minutes before and during the interview to just have a chat with her 
with some snacks. We implemented the change in the second interview and 
instantly felt the difference. Providing chances to try, critique and retry their 
own practice is hugely important for student researchers. 

We are always mindful of the ways respect is shown, an issue that is 
probably especially important when the interviewers are students. Japa-
nese college students, like college students from around the world, are of-
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ten quite casual, and our more international cohort might have been even 
more casual than those at other Japanese universities. Becoming aware of 
this, the students had to realise the importance of using polite language, 
demonstrating the degree of their preparation, as well as showing their se-
riousness and sincerity, in order to give the narrator the respect she de-
serves and to have a successful interview. The narrator started to show 
more smiles as the interviews went on and even asked for a group photo 
after the last interview; the students felt that they had successfully trans-
formed the relationship.

As part of giving students the opportunity to disseminate their research, 
each semester the class publishes their work on the course website. Of 
course, few college students can write at the level of peer-reviewed jour-
nal articles yet. On the other hand, as students continually reminded David 
Slater, relatively few people ever read academic journals. As part of recog-
nising the importance of reaching a wider audience with scholarship writ-
ten in an accessible way, the website gives students a chance to disseminate 
their work broadly. David Slater and we senpai researchers continued to give 
the students feedback on their working drafts in and out of class, prompting 
them to polish their writing, develop the structure, improve coherence and 
make effective use of direct quotations from the interviews. The students 
eventually completed a piece with which we were all satisfied. However, 
our feelings of satisfaction were not to be sustained; the final step of getting 
consent from the narrator to publish her story on our website lay ahead.

Positionality of students and refugees
One of the most significant findings gained out of the experience with the 
project was how the positionality of the students is shaped by the position-
ality of the narrator. How the research takes place, and in particular, how 
the immediate context of the interview takes place, often depends on how 
the narrator sees themselves, which is not only a function of their personal-
ity but also a function of their position in a broader social and political con-
text. The implication of the positionality for the power differential between 
the researchers and the vulnerable participant must be taken into account, 
especially when the participants are refugees coming from situations of cri-
sis (Mackenzie / McDowell / Pittaway 2007, 301–302), and currently in situ-
ations of marginalisation and legal precariousness. Our task as senpai re-
searchers was to alert the students to understand the dynamics and adjust 
their practice accordingly.
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One of the contexts that formed the positionality of the narrator we 
worked with in the fall semester of 2021 was her loss of social and economic 
status. Despite the narrator’s educational and professional background and 
a visa that permits her to work, she has faced difficulties in finding employ-
ment. Facing rejection in job opportunities as soon as she tells them of her 
refugee-application status, she has had no choice but to make a living by mak-
ing beds in a hotel, washing dishes in a restaurant, and sorting packages in a 
delivery station. She describes, “I feel so bad doing this kind of job because 
I did not study to do this. [The job is] just for survival”. Like many refugees 
and asylum seekers who had white-collar jobs in their home country, she has 
experienced rather dramatic downward mobility (Gans 2009, 1659). It should 
also be noted that being an African female refugee in Japan meant that she 
was triply marginalised due to her race and gender in addition to her eco-
nomic status, as commonly seen among female refugees who resettle in de-
veloped nations (Goodkind / Deacon 2004, 724). It took some time for the stu-
dents to recognise the dynamics between the narrator, who is experiencing 
multiple layers of marginalisation, and themselves, who are a racial and class 
majority at a private university.

This situation was probably more pronounced for the Japanese students 
in the class. As the policies and actions of the Japanese immigration sys-
tem are integral to the project, the Japanese students would at times feel 
responsible to represent “the Japanese perspective” or be apologetic to the 
narrator for the negative experience they may have had in Japan. This was 
also observed the other way around. Not infrequently, during the interview, 
narrators would also address the Japanese-looking students and apologise 
before expressing their negative view on something about the country, “I 
am sorry to say this but the Japanese…,” and sometimes even “you Japa-
nese….”Although the sense of guilt created some awkwardness, it became a 
good opportunity to realise that where the narrator stands in Japanese so-
ciety affects where the students studying at a Japanese university stand in 
research.

While the socioeconomic and racial differences contributed to the com-
plexity and difficulty she had in Japan and we had in our own research, our 
interviews with her revealed that it was the structural and legal sort of pre-
cariousness that was the most important factor for her. Our interviews were 
often focused on exactly these factors in ways that often touched upon sensi-
tive aspects. Due to this material, the narrator began to feel that the narrative 
she provided was too revealing of her own situation. In the end, after hours 
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of interviews and weeks of hard work by the students, the narrator made the 
difficult decision not to have her story published out of her concern over the 
potential risk the publicity might bring. We tried to remove those more sen-
sitive parts of the narrative but as we did, the narrative as a whole began to 
fall apart, so integral were these aspects to her story. She still has a refugee 
application pending and felt that any sort of publication could have negative 
effects on the review of her case. She expressed regret for this choice, but 
we all agreed that there was no way to move forward; the safety of narrators 
must also come before any scholarly goals that might be driving the project. 
Needless to say, this was unfortunate news to all members of the team who 
have dedicated so many hours of work to the project. Nevertheless, it was a 
reminder that in real research, the outcomes are often unpredictable. More 
importantly, it taught us the vulnerability of refugees, or any vulnerable pop-
ulation, to a possible adverse consequence of participation in academic re-
search.

Moving forward
Even after a year since I first joined the research, I continue to play a part 
in the project. As the course was not offered in the spring semester of 2022, 
I have been involved in the behind-the-stage work at the moment; that is to 
say, the management of the website and the translation of the published re-
sults and clips from the interviews. As a Japanese national, I have come to 
gain a sense of scholarly duty to let the voices of refugees and asylum seekers 
in Japan be heard in Japanese as well. Although the progress has been slow, 
we now have the stories of three of our seven narrators available in Japanese, 
with more on the way.

My aspiration continues to develop. It was the eagerness to fill the gap in 
the media representation and reality of refugees’ lives by documenting the 
raw voices of the people that motivated me to engage in the project. I found 
another gap that needs to be filled: the gap between the situation judged by 
the state and the reality experienced by the individual. I came to the reali-
sation that I needed to study policy to truly understand how such gaps are 
created in society and how they could be bridged. I was fortunate to have an 
opportunity to start an MSc programme in international social and public 
policy of migration at a graduate program in the United Kingdom. I am con-
fident that my experience as a student researcher through this project will be 
an invaluable asset moving forward.
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Shifting perspectives under political 
stress: Interviewing Burmese students 
stranded in Japan
Studying refugees
In my third year at university, I was doing a student-led research project about 
refugee issues of Japan in an anthropology class, working on the stories of a 
Nigerian who fled his home country to escape persecution, seeking refuge 
in Japan. The research experience taught me about the global and domestic 
treatment of refugees in crisis, as well as about the questionable nature of 
how Japan handles issues pertaining to forced migration; it also developed 
my interest in anthropology and oral narratives as a research approach. One 
year later, after there was a military coup back in my home country Myanmar, 
my positionality switched very quickly. In an effort to document the persecu-
tion of my own people, I began to work on the stories of five native Burmese 
students who were studying at Japanese universities, focusing on their expe-
riences with the coup and its impacts on their lives in Myanmar and in Japan. 
The shifting of my positionality in these two projects has not only expanded 
my knowledge as a researcher by placing me in the position of a “native an-
thropologist” (something I had never heard of until that time), but made me 
reflect upon my previous experience with the Nigerian informant. I found 
myself transformed from an ardent student researcher to a fully engaged na-
tive anthropologist, researching in equal parts for political activism and aca-
demic scholarship.

As someone who grew up in a poor country ruled for decades by military 
regimes, my young and naive self imagined Japan as a developed and wealthy 
country, advanced not only in economy and technology, but in how it handles 
issues of social justice as well. I imagined every Japanese person to be aware 
of racial inequality, political instability around the globe, and the importance 
of self-rule and democracy, amongst others. As I continued my learning jour-
ney in Japan and in Japanese Studies, I eventually understood that after all 
Japan is as fraught as other countries. After taking the Digital Oral Narratives 
class taught by David Slater in my third year, I realised the importance of edu-
cating myself about forced migration and refugee issues in Japan.
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Working on Gabriel’s stories has enlightened me about how far behind 
Japan is in protecting human rights compared to other developed countries. 
Gabriel is a Nigerian who came to Japan on a tourist visa in the early 1990s. 
One day, a terrorist group, Boko Haram, made accusations against his book on 
Christianity for offending their religious views, and a fatwā was issued against 
him, a threat of death if he ever returned home. Gabriel applied for refugee rec-
ognition in Japan, but he was rejected. Watching the video clips of Gabriel’s past 
interviews and learning about his struggles applying for refugee status over the 
past three decades only to be rejected every single time, I was dumbstruck and 
frustrated. Even now, he is living in fear of being detained and deported by the 
Japanese government, whose transparency about decision-making has always 
been questionable (Japan Association of Refugees n.d.). Later on when I inter-
viewed him myself and got to know him better, I found myself questioning why 
Japan fails to protect vulnerable people like Gabriel. In addition to the endless 
bureaucracy, refugee applicants in Japan have no rights to health-care insur-
ance. They may or may not be given a work-permit, depending on how lucky 
they are. There are refugee-support organisations, but as long as the govern-
ment does not give a proper status to Gabriel and does not help him survive the 
statelessness and social stigmas in Japan, Gabriel’s future is hopeless. This is a 
Japanese Studies that is different from what I once imagined when I began my 
study in college, but maybe a more urgent study. 

Becoming displaced (myself)
A semester after working together with my group to tell Gabriel’s stories1, my 
understanding of Japan’s refugee issues became much more personal. In Feb-
ruary 2021, there was a military coup in Myanmar, my home country, moving 
my own feelings from sympathy (for someone I felt bad for) to empathy (being 
able to identify myself in the same situation as another). The democratically 
elected government was overthrown by the military junta, which has a long 
history of exploiting the country’s politics and economy exclusively for their 
own benefit while at the same time suppressing any form of democratic move-
ment. The moment I heard the appalling news, I was speechless, confused and 
frustrated because all I could feel was that the cynical nature of Myanmar’s 
political history and its destructive impacts on people’s lives were about to re-
peat once again. Since 1962, successive military dictatorships have constantly 
violated the human rights of its own people. The majority Bamar ethnic group 
is favoured by the government, causing many ethnic minorities to suffer from 
large-scale marginalisation and the various armed conflicts initiated by the mil-
1 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/gabriel/
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itary (South / Lall 2016b, 3; Nicholson 2014, 1). Growing up in the conflict-free 
zone of the Mandalay region, I was blind to these atrocities. I was only awak-
ened from my ignorance after years of unlearning the ideas that were instilled 
by the education system propagandised by the military government.

As a student living in Japan, although my study of Gabriel’s situation 
brought the injustices that refugees like him face to light. At the same time, 
after what happened in Myanmar, I am also aware that I am most fortunate 
to be in a relatively safe and secure country, Japan. Although my plan was al-
ways to return to Myanmar after graduation, I am now caught in a dilemma 
of whether to return or stay. I discovered that the political crisis had disrupt-
ed the plans of other Burmese students as well. Many of us had dreams of 
returning to Myanmar in the near future to build upon an increasingly pros-
perous national economy and stable political system. Now, this dream seems 
impossible to realise. As the military’s persecutions against anyone either at 
home or abroad who challenges the junta have only intensified over the past 
year, our dilemma continues. As a fellow student positioned in a similar situ-
ation, I decided to conduct research focusing on the stories of five university 
students from Myanmar who were studying in Japan while they (and I) help-
lessly watched the situation back home unfold into violent turmoil.

Various themes were explored in this research project. By asking the in-
formants about their backgrounds, I was able to understand the motives be-
hind their choice of Japan rather than other countries to study. I asked them 
about their political and educational experiences in Myanmar and in Japan 
to understand how their views and feelings had changed as they went from 
enjoying the privileges of overseas study to facing the prospect of never be-
ing able to return home. Most importantly, I tried to identify any impacts—
both physical and emotional—the recent coup had had on them and examine 
how their hopes and future goals had been disrupted due to the impact of the 
coup. I myself was a digital activist and got quite involved in the creation and 
dissemination of information about the coup among other Burmese at home 
and in Japan. While I still see this work as important, I also came to believe 
that one way to address the dire situation in Myanmar is to use my scholarly 
training to document and amplify the voices of the Burmese community in 
Japan and to spread awareness about my home country to the world. 

Context behind the dilemmas 
To better comprehend the political context my informants were in, I kept 
myself updated through previously published scholarly works as well as re-
ports by the mass media. I found that the personal stories of my narrators 
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were very intertwined with the geopolitics and, like myself, my narrators 
were closely monitoring the events in the regions they come from, where 
they had family and friends. More than a year had passed since the coup 
when we began the research, and the ongoing conflict continues to cause 
displacements within and beyond the borders. In the regions where oppo-
sition groups had impressively resisted, the military used heavy weapons 
to target the entire area, setting civilians’ homes on fire, killing innocent 
people, and thus causing many residents to flee to camps for internally 
displaced persons (Dominguez 2022). Meanwhile in big cities, the military 
regime uses state surveillance and various forms of violence to crackdown 
on the resistance movements. Many civilians have been imprisoned, tor-
tured and killed. As of July 2022, 2,092 civilians had been killed and more 
than 10,000 had been detained (Assistance Association for Political Pris-
oners 2022). The number is still rising as the military launches more at-
tacks on civilians to suppress their resistance and consolidate its power. 
Chances for the country to transition into a more inclusive, economically 
developed and globally competent nation have been replaced by more dis-
crimination against the ethnic minority population, nationwide poverty 
and a series of future uncertainties for people both at home and abroad.

As a Burmese living in Japan and observing Japan’s response since the 
first day of the coup, my narrators were all hoping that Japan would take rap-
id and impactful actions against the Myanmar military junta. However, the 
Japanese government refused to impose sanctions against the Myanmar mil-
itary or to suspend the existing infrastructure projects operated under the 
agreement of the two governments (Dominguez 2021). Additionally, the Japa-
nese government continues to accept Myanmar military personnel and pro-
vide them with training through a joint program established in 2015 (Kasai 
2022). All these actions of Japan have raised both questions and suspicions. 
Some of my informants mentioned in the interviews that they were shocked 
about the position of Japan as a democratic nation that refused to more ful-
ly support the pro-democratic civilians on the ground. Others pointed out 
that this refusal was in part the result of wanting to protect large amounts of 
commercial investment and oversees development aid. For them, the gov-
ernment of the place that they once felt welcome and secure in has betrayed 
them, and changed the way they thought about their own place in Japan.

Eventually, Japan issued some Designated Activities visas for Burmese resi-
dents who felt that they could not return to Myanmar. Under the new visa which 
comes with a work permit, they are allowed to stay and work in Japan from six 
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months to one year. As of December 2021, there were 2,889 Myanmar nationals 
who applied for refugee status in Japan, and 1,730 of them were granted the Des-
ignated Activities visa (Immigration Services Agency of Japan 2022). The Desig-
nated Activities visa with a work permit seems to be a reasonable solution for the 
time being for students like my informants and myself. Nevertheless, as a demo-
cratic nation, presumably Japan could do better to support the civilians of Myan-
mar. As one of the informants described it, “The UN tried—they had emergency 
meetings and everything. And there were a lot of countries that condemned the 
coup, but they couldn’t really do anything because it’s internal affairs. Japan is 
also one of them. I feel like none of the countries tried their best”. 

As the crisis continued, my narrators’ views of their own situation 
changed. The narrators kept their goal of someday returning to Myanmar to 
help it rebuild but they felt that they could not yet return to Myanmar. With the 
university-level education the informants have acquired in Japan, presuma-
bly, it is rather manageable for them to pursue good jobs without returning 
to Myanmar and without resorting to the refugee-status application. Inter-
nationally educated young people like the informants will always be of great 
help to build a better future for Myanmar. And yet, we discovered that the 
informants were strongly attached to Myanmar because it is the only place 
that they consider home, usually as linked to the idea that home is where 
family is. We also learnt that the informants often associated their definition 
of home with their hopes for Myanmar as a nation. As they verbalised their 
emotional attachments towards their family and the country, they revealed 
their hopes for the return of democracy, which is the only way that they see 
themselves with any future in Myanmar. As the situation in Myanmar shows 
no sign of improving, many of the students are losing the hope they had. This 
loss of hope also describes my own situation.

Walking through “native anthropology”
I never had any knowledge of native anthropology until I started preparing to 
conduct interviews on people from my own community. Native anthropolo-
gists, as defined by Narayan (1993, 671), are those who “are believed to write 
about their own cultures from a position of intimate affinity”. As a native 
student anthropologist, I found it both convenient and challenging to inter-
view my informants. Highly interested in political and social issues and hav-
ing been personally affected by a severe political crisis, I was eager to learn 
not only about the general views and observations of my informants on My-
anmar, but about the diversity of their personal experiences with the coup. 
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Logistically, I discovered that my experience aligns with the argument made 
by Forster (2012, 18) who stated that communicative competence serves as 
an essential tool in establishing trust and mutual understanding between 
the native anthropologist and the informant. My status as a native speaker of 
Burmese and a compatriot helped me establish trust, making the informants 
comfortable enough to share their stories with me, something that is a sub-
stantial concern when most of us suspected surveillance and feared retribu-
tion for any political engagement or even social-media critique. Another ad-
vantage of being a native anthropologist is that my knowledge on Myanmar’s 
history, culture, language and politics enables me to generate analysis from 
an insider’s perspective. Forster (2012, 18–19) stated that a native anthropol-
ogist’s knowledge helps him or her to analyse the data more meaningfully. 
Compared to Gabriel’s interviews, in the interviews that I did with the Bur-
mese students, I was more emotionally involved too. This made it easier for 
me not only to connect and resonate with their experiences, but to fully grasp 
the messages that they were trying to convey.

One particular disadvantage of being a native anthropologist is that there 
were times when they forgot to mention a detail and I neglected to ask about 
it because I felt I knew what they wanted to say. Shared but assumed knowl-
edge is important. Yet the most ideal way of telling the story in ethnographic 
interviewing and oral narrative research is through key quotations from the 
narrator. This never occurred to me as a problem during the interview, but 
during the writing process, especially when the neglected detail could play a 
crucial part in telling a compelling story, I realised the problem. There were 
times when this detail was lacking in my recording because I had assumed it. 
Another noteworthy drawback was lack of objectivity during the interviews. 
Without this objectivity, I tended to frame answers and make associations in 
ways that I had assumed were relevant. I did not always seek clarifications 
about their opinions involving the complex Myanmar situation, instead rely-
ing on my own knowledge as a fellow Burmese student. I later realised that 
even if my assumptions were probably correct, direct questions were neces-
sary for such a piece of research in oral narratives. I found it interesting that 
one of the basic tenets of anthropology is that no one, including native an-
thropologists, can be objective in interpreting and evaluating social phenom-
ena due to the mind-sets influenced by the society one is in (Jones 1970, 256). 
Reflecting upon my research experience, I discovered that either as a non-na-
tive or native anthropologist, it was impossible to remain objective the entire 
time. As a non-native anthropologist, I found it challenging not to make any 
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assumptions or judgements about Gabriel’s motives behind the refugee-status 
application whereas as a native anthropologist, I found it difficult not to im-
agine myself as one of the Burmese informants.

As a way to address some of these disadvantages, I co-interviewed with an-
other researcher in the project, one who was still in the process of familiarising 
herself with Myanmar’s political context. After a period of trial and error, we de-
cided that during each of the two-hour-long interviews, my co-researcher would 
focus on talking to the informants as the main interviewer while I took notes, 
paid attention to the flow of the interview, and asked follow-up questions. The 
method allowed both of us to have more freedom in asking questions for clar-
ification; it also provided the informants with a better guide as to how much 
information they should provide. I noticed that they were as comfortable shar-
ing their personal information with my co-researcher as they were with me. We 
initially decided to conduct the interviews in English since the informants had 
a high level of competency in English and since the eventual article would be 
published in English. The only downside of working with a non-Burmese co-re-
searcher to conduct interviews in English was that some of the informants were 
not able to express themselves as fully in English as they could in Burmese, and 
naturally, misunderstanding occurred. To resolve the issue, some informants 
resorted to code-switching especially when they could not find an equivalent in 
English to explain complicated political and cultural matters.

Confidentiality and contributions 
Due to the sensitive positionality of the Burmese narrators amid the ongo-
ing crisis, the most challenging obstacle in this research project is to protect 
the privacy and identity of the informants. Their first reaction when I ap-
proached them was that they would agree to participate provided that there 
was absolute confidentiality. During the interviews, there were times when 
they revealed some sensitive personal information. Immediately afterwards, 
they explained that the purpose was to give the interviewers a context, stipu-
lating that we not use the information for the article. During the writing pro-
cess, even after using pseudonyms and leaving all the traceable information 
behind, I found myself anxious because any mistake I made could expose my 
informants’ identity, which could eventually bring threats to their families, 
themselves or their future. As a researcher of this project and a Burmese stu-
dent myself, I also could be targeted for creating, publicising and circulating 
contents that undermine the military’s attempt to consolidate its power. By 
participating in the project, I am putting my future and my family in Myan-
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mar at risk—I might be banned from entering the country in the future, and 
my family might become victims of arbitrary arrests and torture in prison. It 
is for this reason that I use a pseudonym. 

Despite these risks, I feel that there is an urgent need to tell this sto-
ry through systematic scholarly research. My current position as a student 
abroad and student researcher enables me to contribute through both politi-
cal activism and scholarly research despite the potential dangers. Seeing that 
the situation in Myanmar is increasingly exacerbated by the military’s atroc-
ities, I would like to apply the expertise and skills that I have gained from be-
ing a student researcher at Sophia University. While my own research is very 
local, in fact, there are young people all over the world who are part of the 
Burmese diaspora facing similar situations. I have been accepted into a grad-
uate programme outside of Japan, where I hope to expand my knowledge and 
acquire more advanced research skills, in hopes of pursuing a research-ori-
entated career in an international organisation one day.
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Understanding vulnerabilities virtually: 
Oral narrative research on a Syrian 
refugee amid the COVID-19 pandemic
Research for and with support
Growing up as nikkei in the Philippines, I was surrounded by many other peo-
ple of Japanese descent. But to me, being a fractional Japanese was merely 
something that added to my identity as a Filipino. My first name is Japanese, I 
have family in Japan and would often come to visit them, but I admittedly did 
not spend as much time pondering my relationship with the country itself. I 
was firmly rooted in my Filipino identity and seeing first-hand the struggles 
faced by my fellow Filipinos, I spent more time organising with my class-
mates to try and support underprivileged populations in our city, Davao, in 
our capacity as students. At the same time, I saw how my mother frequently 
went on interview trips around the country to gather information on persons 
of Japanese descent who were left by their Japanese parents in the Philip-
pines after the Second World War and were at risk of statelessness because 
they were neither Filipinos nor recognized Japanese—the population covered 
in the 2021 UNHCR Philippines’ Report on Populations at Risk of Statelessness1. 
When I came to university in Tōkyō, this experience sparked my interest in 
statelessness and forced migration in Japan. 

Upon entering Sophia University, I became part of Sophia Refugee Sup-
port Group (SRSG2), the support arm of Refugee Voices Japan3. Established in 
2017, students who took this research course realised that collecting oral nar-
ratives is just the beginning—the refugees that they were interviewing were 
not only sources of data but were individuals who needed much support but 
were given little to none in Japan. I quickly learned that most asylum seek-
ers stay here in Japan under what is called “provisional release”, a precari-
ous status that leaves them without insurance or the ability to work (Tamura 
2020; see Footnote 3). My senpai or “senior students” established the student 
organisation not only to raise awareness about the plight of refugees in Japan 

1  https://www.unhcr.org/ph/wp-content/uploads/sites/28/2021/04/Surge-Capacity-Project-Desk-Review.pdf
2 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/sophia-refugee-support-group/
3 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/
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through social media4, seminars and presentations at high schools, but also 
to provide support and friendship to refugees. SRSG hosts cafes where the 
refugees come to our university monthly to chat and have fun together, co-or-
dinates detention centre visits, accompanies refugees to their visa renewals 
at the immigration centre and hospital check-ups, teaches Japanese, trans-
lates asylum application documents to Japanese and researches background 
information for asylum applications. 

During my second year, I took over leadership for SRSG just as COVID-19 
hit—when the vulnerability of our refugee friends intensified. As Parajuli and 
Horey (2021) note, the nature of a refugee’s vulnerability is constantly chang-
ing and dependent on political policy that often dictates societal structures. 
There is no singular experience of being a refugee: they are affected by var-
ying issues at varying stages of their journeys that could intensify, abate or 
shift their chronic vulnerability. In a high-income country like Japan, this 
“vulnerability” is defined by Mendola, Parroco and Li Donni (2020) as the 
“multidimensional risk of experiencing negative outcomes” characterised by 
social isolation, lack of access to healthcare, and financial difficulties that ref-
ugees are subjected to as they start a new life in the asylum country. Lacking 
reliable and up-to-date data publicly available data, we collect our own data 
to more accurately target support, especially given the lack of state-led assis-
tance to asylum seekers. Leading the support arm of the refugee project gave 
me a level of understanding of the relationship between research and support 
and the importance of bridging these two together.

I joined the research arm of the project during my third year as part of a 
team of four undergraduates and worked on the narrative of Yasser5, a Syri-
an refugee in Tōkyō. Having had experience interacting with refugees prior 
to participating in the research was immensely helpful for me, as I had some 
degree of understanding of their vulnerabilities. This research was an enrich-
ing experience that opened my eyes to the true severity and complexity of the 
experiences of those forced to flee, and it fuelled my efforts to explore and 
understand what I can do in my position as a student, acting as both scholar 
and supporter for vulnerable populations.

Yasser: adapting to new roles
Born and raised in Syria as the eldest son of a father who worked as a profes-
sional chef in Qatar and a mother who was an executive in the media industry, 
Yasser lived a comfortable life growing up. He was a devout Muslim who was 

4 https://www.instagram.com/sophia.srsg/?hl=en
5 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/
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free to exercise his faith while acquiring a top-level education, studying English 
literature at Damascus University. He was also a national-level soccer player. 

Yasser grew up under the Assad regime6 and in 2013 was forced to flee 
when the Syrian civil war broke out in 2011, with some 16,000 people killed 
within a year (BBC 2012). His family situation was threatened due to his moth-
er’s job in the media sector and her open dissent against the regime. Yass-
er’s house was destroyed in a bombing raid, leaving them with no choice but 
to flee Syria, first seeking safety in neighbouring Egypt and Lebanon, where 
life was unsustainable. Afterwards, they applied to seek asylum in European 
countries but were rejected. Yasser had family in Japan and found seeking 
asylum here to be their last resort, affirming what Van Hear (2014, 5) noted: 
that social networks are some of the most important resources for refugees. 
With his father still working in Qatar, Yasser, his mother and his younger sis-
ter arrived in Japan in October 2013. After months of interviews and docu-
ment submissions and two years of waiting for a decision, they were among 
the mere 27 who were recognised among the 7,586 people who applied for 
refugee recognition in Japan in 2015 (Reuters 2016). Yasser had to put aside 
his personal ambitions of becoming a soccer player, and his university edu-
cation was put on hold. At 21, he was working multiple jobs and became his 
family’s sole breadwinner in this new country. 

Under the guidance of our project supervisor and the support of our sen-
pai researchers, our group conducted research by analysing pre-existing in-
terviews, coded the transcripts into thematic sections and began our inter-
views. (Our final work can be found here: Yasser’s Main Page7. My two sec-
tions focused on Yasser’s journey8 from Syria to being recognised as a refugee 
in Japan and his reformed perspective9 on “home”.) 

Interviewing vulnerable populations
Research that involves vulnerable populations is ethically challenging and 
practically complex (Parajuli / Horey 2021) and this is only compounded by 
the oral narrative format that relies on the narrator’s willingness to share 
deeply personal lived experiences on video. With this in mind, we prepared 
for our interviews with Yasser anticipating two vulnerabilities: his refugee 
experiences fleeing Syria and his struggles in seeking asylum in Japan. As Pa-
rajuli and Horey (2021) note, “refugee populations are often deemed to be vul-
nerable, because of their difficult and/or traumatic life experiences”. Hence, 

6 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/growing-up-under-assads-regime/
7 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/
8 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/forced-to-a-new-life/
9 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/honne-on-home/
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it was crucial that we student researchers understood the ways in which Yas-
ser was vulnerable to ensure his safety and aptly respond to potential issues 
with him personally and even politically (Loue / Loff 2019).

In this project, we only interview those who have a strong desire to tell 
their story—and this was certainly the case with Yasser—but we also have to 
remember that this desire does not negate and sometimes even compounds 
their vulnerable condition. Wanting to talk and being able to talk is not al-
ways the same thing. In prior interviews, we noticed that when talking about 
certain difficult topics, usually related to the war, he became subdued when 
bringing up certain topics, sometimes displaying a composure that ap-
proached impassiveness. We did not know how to properly react to his dead-
pan responses. He would bring up these topics but then seemed uncomforta-
ble talking about them. For example, to quote from the interview transcript:

 
I saw my friend die in front of my eyes. They sniped him. We faced this tear gas. He was 

being held on someone’s shoulder and he was the main one who was shouting and people 

were shouting after him and stuff and he, he just got sniped, you know (Interview Yasser).

While this data painted a strong picture of his experiences and his choice 
to flee, it also felt incomplete: for us to write this without fuller explanation 
and context would probably bring up more questions for readers less familiar 
with the larger political situation in Syria. From a researcher’s point of view, 
we thought that we needed to follow up on statements made by the narra-
tors not only to tell a complete story but to also show Yasser that we listened 
and appreciated the significance of what he had chosen to share. On the oth-
er hand, we did not want to push Yasser to tell more of his story than he felt 
comfortable expressing.

We reminded ourselves of his vulnerability and the line, and sometimes 
conflict, between getting “good” data and unintentionally reinforcing trau-
ma. Yasser has undoubtedly been through a lot, and when working with vul-
nerable populations we know that it is imperative to avoid sensitive and “po-
tentially re-traumatising” topics (Clark-Kazak 2017, 13) so we decided to not 
ask follow-up questions on this particular story. 

At the beginning of our interviews, we found that Yasser was a bit more 
hesitant to speak on some topics, even including those he talked freely about 
before. Initially, we attributed this to different macro-level conditions: his 
vulnerability related to the challenges he survived in seeking asylum in Ja-
pan, particularly during his first six months in the country which he labelled 
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as “the worst period in my life10.” (For someone who had just escaped war-
torn Syria, this was arguably quite a claim.) Now that he was among the very 
few recognised refugees in Japan, it may have crossed his mind to refrain 
from criticising the government’s asylum policies at the risk of potentially 
tainting his name to the Japanese readers. (Yasser is now pursuing a career in 
acting and we wholly understood why he would want a favourable reputation 
for himself.) 

As we went on with our interviews, however, we realised that the causes 
could also be more closely linked to the immediate interview context: us. We 
did not know each other well enough at first, and were unsure as to where to 
strike the balance between being attentive to his story and being respectful 
of his larger political concerns. He was also unsure, and at different times, 
would ask us amid the interview, “Is this what you want?” Eventually, I think 
the innate curiosity that we bring as students coupled with our sensitivity 
as people coming from more or less the same generation helped us find a 
comfortable middle ground—one that was appropriately attentive but still re-
spectful. In the end, Yasser gave us some of the most articulate and critical 
views on the refugee situation in Japan documented on the website11. This 
was the story he wanted to tell us—it just took some time for us to find the best 
way to ask the right questions to hear his answers.

Manoeuvring through interviews with vulnerable populations may be 
more manageable for seasoned researchers because they are often in a “po-
sition of dominance” (Grant / Mannay / Morgan 2017) and are able to more 
easily direct the flow of the interview, steering the interviewee and the con-
versation towards particular topics on the fly (Karnieli-Miller / Strier / Pes-
sach 2009). This unequal power dynamic between the researcher and the in-
terviewee arguably structures not only the interview but also the research 
as a whole, either consciously or unconsciously. Grant et al. (2017) argued 
that this dominant power relation could be problematic, as it could skew the 
outcome of the research’s narrative to fit a preconceived story set by the re-
searcher, making it calculated and formulated as opposed to genuine and ex-
pository.

In our case as student researchers, however, the responsibility to under-
stand and deal with their vulnerability is altered by the shifted dynamic be-
tween us and the interviewee. With Yasser, we saw the equalisation of power 
between us, the student research team, and our refugee narrator who was 

10 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/forced-to-a-new-life/#the-first
11 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/forced-to-a-new-life/#refugee
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close to our age and had recently graduated from a university that was “equal” 
to ours. (In Japan, people often gauge status among each other by the rela-
tive ranking of their institutional affiliation, in this case, their universities.) 
In our interviews, Yasser usually dominated the discourse, introducing new 
topics and managing the depth and focus of the interview as a whole. While 
to some extent, this could be linked to our lack of experience in interviewing, 
it was also indicative of his comfort level, something he pointed out directly 
at different times—noting our proximity in age and similarity of position. But 
it was not just control of the discourse; it was also a question of depth. Yasser 
felt able to go into more detail about the sensitive incidents he brought up but 
did not fully explore in previous interviews, including those with our project 
supervisor. In this case, our status as younger students was clearly an advan-
tage. This is not to say that our student status was the only factor—Yasser was 
also more familiar with our whole project, had already secured refugee rec-
ognition, and was generally in a more stable and comfortable place in his life. 
But it is still true that in our interviews, Yasser found a way to give the context 
and personal perspective he seemed to want, deeper and more intimate than 
what he shared in previous interviews. 

Interviewing amid a pandemic
This research project was done against the background of the pandemic so all 
of our interviews with Yasser were conducted through Zoom. We needed to 
improvise to establish an atmosphere that is usually easier to establish face-
to-face. We started our interviews with small talk, asking him about his work 
on social media, and his TikTok For You page. Again, I think it is an advantage 
of students as researchers: as we are closer in age to some respondents than 
senior researchers, we have the ability to easily reference pop culture. 

Another key aspect that challenged us in digital interviewing was under-
standing paralinguistic cues through the screen. In conducting research, it 
is paramount that the interviewer(s) and interviewee could accurately and 
immediately read nonverbal cues to ensure effective communication (Gan-
guly 2018). This goes alongside the concept of kūki o yomu that is prevalent in 
Japanese culture. (Literally “reading the air” is a Japanese expression used to 
indicate an understanding of the dynamics of a situation without any verbal 
and explicit explanation.) With a screen between us, our group had to work 
together to read Yasser’s body language: when he wanted to continue talking, 
when he wished for us to stop pursuing a topic, or even when he was notice-
ably speeding through his responses thinking we were in a rush. While there 



57Megumi Faith Mallari 

are ample examples in COVID literature that talk about the difficulty of doing 
online interviews (e.g., Sah / Singh / Sah 2020), every college student in Japan 
is arguably quite comfortable in screened communication, even more so af-
ter two years of COVID-imposed isolation, and we were able to adapt relative-
ly easily. In fact, in some ways, it was easier for us, and for Yasser, to do the 
interviews online, at times allowing him a bit of distance that proved produc-
tive, especially in the discussion of sensitive topics.

We always interview in groups—with two to four interviewers. In face-
to-face interviews, researchers in our project communicate with each other 
by tapping each other’s legs under the table or making eye contact to signal 
that it is time to move on to another question. But because we were physically 
away from one another, we instead utilised a variety of alternative forms of 
digital communication that included LINE messaging and a real-time shared 
Google Doc. We multi-tasked and used different communication tools dur-
ing the interview to stay on track. In this way, we could do real-time reflec-
tions on the interviews as they unfolded—more easily prioritising some top-
ics and resituating or skipping others. These were tools that as digital natives 
we knew well and arguably better than older experienced scholars. Being stu-
dent researchers amid COVID, while extremely challenging, encouraged us 
to exercise our creativity and to bring together different tools we were profi-
cient in to make our interview experience smoother.

Amplifying refugee voices
While we wanted to make sure that the language of Yasser’s story in the Refu-
gee Voices Japan website was understandable to any audience, we needed to 
keep in mind that we were neither piecing together fragments of his narrative 
to make our own story nor were we inserting our own interpretation of his ex-
periences. Our goal was to portray Yasser in the way he wished for his story to 
be portrayed. Parajuli and Horey (2021) affirm this approach, stating that re-
search “involving vulnerable populations can only be judged successful when 
it helps to make the voice of vulnerable people heard”. 

Nevertheless, we also carry the responsibility to be conduits of Yas-
ser’s honest narrative, including the duty to protect his safety. As noted by 
Clark-Kazak (2017, 13), researchers must “avoid collecting potentially incrim-
inating data” as there may be “serious consequences for their safety, well-be-
ing, migration status and/or eligibility for services”. We experienced this co-
nundrum when Yasser shared a story of his work12 experience that we thought 
12 https://refugeevoicesjapannet.wordpress.com/narrators/yasser/first-role-for-many-actors/
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painted a clear picture of the inhumane conditions asylum seekers are sub-
jected to in Japan. But upon consultation with our senpai researcher, David 
Slater, and of course Yasser himself, we decided to exclude it in order to avoid 
any undue risk or conflict. Despite the stability of having refugee status, any 
potentially incriminating data disclosed could threaten the public perception 
of other asylum seekers in the country; they could be seen as law offenders.

Future goals
The opportunity to participate in this oral narrative ethnographic research 
on refugees greatly enriched my studies and helped me clarify my goals for 
the future. As I go through the final year of my undergraduate degree, I am 
guided by my experiences in this project that encourage me to re-examine my 
perception of the research assignments I am tasked to fulfil—to rethink my 
approach to gathering data and ensure that I come into research projects with 
a purpose; not merely to produce written work but to contribute to uplift-
ing marginalised populations. I endeavour to partake in ethnographies that 
not only help understand humans but also address social injustices (Spradley 
1979, 16). While it is undoubtedly difficult to do in my position, as student re-
search output is commonly perceived as “derivative and secondary” and con-
tributing “little to nothing that advances the discipline” (Badke 2012, 9). Par-
ticipating in this research has empowered me that even though I am merely 
a student, I too can be a “resource” and “producer of knowledge” (Fielding / 
Bragg 2003, 4).

Furthermore, being part of the refugee-research project along with lead-
ing the refugee-support student group has allowed me to develop a deeper 
understanding of what I wish to pursue in the future, proving that involving 
students as researchers helps them in their professional trajectory (Madan / 
Teitge 2013). Fuelled by my experiences in this project, I secured an intern-
ship at an international organisation dedicated to refugees. With the protract-
ed and emerging humanitarian crises all over the world today, conducting 
support backed by well-founded research is paramount now more than ever. 
As I complete my undergraduate degree, I have decided to pursue higher ed-
ucation and gain an advanced understanding of human rights, law, and issues 
of forced migration in hopes that I someday contribute to the creation of the-
oretical knowledge to better understand the plight of refugees and to improve 
the implementation of practical refugee support.
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Experiencing rural Japan through remote fieldwork:  
Involving undergraduate and graduate students  

in research at the University of Vienna





63

Hanno JentzScH 
SebaStian Polak-Rottmann

Rural spaces, remote methods:
The virtual Aso Winter Field School 2022
The Department of East Asian Studies / Japanese Studies at the University of 
Vienna and the Aso region in Kumamoto Prefecture are connected by a long 
history of social, cultural and academic exchange that goes back to pioneer 
field research conducted at the department in the 1960s (Slawik et al. 1975). 

The first generation of students (and later researchers) of Japanese Stud-
ies at the University of Vienna gained early experience in qualitative research 
in a region that their professor and founder of Japanese Studies in Vienna, 
Alexander Slawik, termed a mesoregion: the Aso region in Kumamoto Prefec-
ture. This first contact laid the groundwork for pioneer field research by the 
“Vienna School” of Japanese Studies in the 1960s (Slawik et al. 1975). Members 
of this project included Josef Kreiner (Ryūkyūan and Okinawan studies) and 
Sepp Linhart (the sociology of work and play in Japan), who would go on to be-
come renowned experts in their fields. Almost half a century later, Wolfram 
Manzenreiter, the head of the current Department of East Asian Studies in 
Vienna, initiated the project “Aso 2.0”, revisiting the Aso region with new re-
search questions to gain a long-term perspective on rural social change (Man-
zenreiter / Lützeler 2016). An explicit goal of the project was to introduce stu-
dents to qualitative field research in rural Japan by supporting their individ-
ual research projects and also including them in larger field studies. In 2018, 
Wolfram Manzenreiter and Antonia Miserka organised a field trip that allowed 
students to collect data in the same region that Kreiner and his colleagues 
had visited almost five decades previously (Manzenreiter / Miserka 2018). Al-
though the COVID-19 pandemic put a halt to further field trips to Aso, this was 
not the end of the project. In summer 2021, Manzenreiter and Miserka led a 
group of students to gather comparative data in a rural community in the Aus-
trian Alps, and in February 2022 we hoped that we would be able to return to 
Aso with a new group of students. By the end of 2021, however, it became clear 
that we had been too optimistic. Unable to enter Japan, we switched the “Aso 
Winter Field School 2022” to an online format.

In this article we reflect on the methodological and practical challenges 
we faced during this project, discuss how we were able to mitigate some of 



64 The virtual Aso Winter Field School 2022

these challenges in positive and productive ways, and argue that conducting 
online field research on rural Japan is both possible and necessary. 

We structure our discussion around the impact of a key decision. When 
we took the Winter Field School online, we stuck to our original research fo-
cus on the effects of the pandemic regarding (a) the maintenance of local 
traditions, (b) community-level social welfare provision, (c) the local tourism 
industry and (d) urban-to-rural migration. On the one hand, our decision was 
pragmatic, as over the course of the 2021/2022 winter term we had spent time 
and effort developing and preparing these research topics in small groups of 
two to three students and we were keen to build on this work. On the other 
hand, the decision raised a methodological problem: While the groups work-
ing on tourism and urban-to-rural migration could to some extent shift to-
wards gathering data in digital spaces such as websites, blogs and social me-
dia, the other groups dealing with the maintenance of local traditions and 
community-level social welfare provision would be hard pressed to “go digi-
tal”. This links to a broader methodological issue: The pandemic has greatly 
increased attention on and the appreciation of “digital ethnography”, but this 
lively methodological debate was unable to provide us with the guidance we 
needed to address the social challenges for older adults in our mostly rural 
field site during the pandemic. While digital methods allow for innovative 
research designs in times of travel restrictions and climate change, they also 
entail the risk of creating (or reinforcing) a bias towards issues taking place 
in digital spaces mostly inhabited by younger generations. Even projects that 
explicitly focus on rural Japan tend to concentrate on the lives and experienc-
es of “digitally native” urban-to-rural migrants. In turn, social issues affecting 
the lives of older adults in rural (and predominantly non-digital) spaces are 
more difficult to survey and are thus at risk of being overlooked. We believe, 
however, that these issues are both relevant and important, and so we tried 
to approach them from a distance. We did so by building on existing contacts 
in the field to gain (indirect) access to the communities in order to under-
stand the social challenges they faced during the pandemic. Our project is 
thus best described as an attempt to conduct remote fieldwork in rural Japan 
rather than an exercise in digital ethnography.

Preparing the Winter Field School 
How to approach “Aso”
The project consisted of three parts—a preparation class in the winter term 
2021/2022, the actual Winter Field School in February 2022 and an analysis 
class in the summer term 2022. We had already started to work out a schedule 
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in summer 2021 that included which places to visit and which people to meet. 
This preparation phase also included the calculation of costs for in-person 
field research, which was generously supported by The Japan Foundation. 
From October 2021 until January 2022, we held a weekly preparation class 
(partly virtual and partly in-person) which focused on the specific character-
istics of the Aso region and on how to conduct qualitative research in rural 
Japan in general and the Aso region in particular. Eleven students enrolled in 
the course, ten of whom ultimately joined the remote field trip in February. 
Both undergraduate and graduate students were encouraged to join the class, 
as we hoped that more experienced students might support those still strug-
gling with communication in Japanese. The group comprised six undergrad-
uate and four graduate students. 

Our first task was to familiarise ourselves with ethnographic accounts of 
rural Japan and with previous and ongoing research on the Aso region. A key 
question in the first phase was “What is Aso”? We addressed different lay-
ers of locality, including geographic, historical, formal-administrative and 
local residents’ everyday perceptions, and observed the dynamic interplay 
between these layers and how they had changed over time (e.g., Kelly 2021). 
From reports of the first Aso research group in the 1960s, we learned about 
the differences in the composition of hamlets in the area (Kreiner 2000, 101), 
and from more recent studies we learned about the “multidimensionality and 
relationality of the ‘local’” in Aso and its varied impact on the well-being of 
the regions’ inhabitants (Manzenreiter / Holthus 2021, 81). 

The region is also heterogeneous in other aspects as well. While popula-
tion decline is a widely recorded phenomenon in regional Japan (Matanle / 
Rausch / The Shrinking Regions Research Group 2011; Odagiri 2016), the sev-
en municipalities of the Aso region show strikingly diverse developments in 
this regard. While the population of Takamori-machi declined from 7,300 in 
2000 to 5,787 in 2020 and 38.8% of its population were aged 65 or above (2020), 
Nishihara-mura, located outside the caldera of the Aso volcano and close to 
the prefectural capital of Kumamoto, saw an increase in its population from 
5,728 in 2000 to 6,426 in 2020 and exhibited a significantly lower rate of age-
ing. At the sub-municipal level, the picture becomes even more complex, 
with significant socio-cultural and socio-economic differences between more 
densely populated centres and rural peripheries in each municipality. What 
is considered “Aso”, therefore, consists of municipalities and hamlets which 
vary greatly in many aspects, including their historical development, social 
organisation, employment structures and access to public transport. Against 
this background, we chose to investigate different areas within the region. 
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Despite its heterogeneity, the Aso region shares a number of common 
features, which are closely related to its distinctive landscape. All municipali-
ties are located inside or around the caldera of the five craters of the Aso vol-
cano, which plays an important role in local Shinto belief (Kashiwagi 2010). 
Due to its unique landscape, which consists of vast areas of grassland (sōgen) 
around the volcano and its crater along with numerous hot springs, the re-
gion is the most popular tourist destination in Kumamoto Prefecture and in-
cludes famous attractions such as Kurokawa Onsen (Minamioguni-machi), 
the Aso Shrine in Ichinomiya (Aso-shi) and the water fountains in Hakusui 
(Minamiaso-mura) (Kumamoto-ken shōkō kankō rōdō-bu kankō keizai kōryū-
kyoku kankō bussan-ka 2019, 19). Our class discussed how the region and 
the use of Aso’s landscape have changed over the course of the previous dec-
ades, exemplified by the use of its grassland (Takahashi 2012; Wilhelm 2020). 
Previous research has shown that while the grassland is still of importance 
for the region, its usage has been shifting from an agricultural resource to 
an intangible cultural asset (Takahashi 2012, 26), which has implications for 
traditional social and cultural practices. For example, while some hamlets 
have stopped maintaining their grassland due to ageing and de-agriculturali-
sation, other actors—such as a local NPO—are trying to preserve Aso’s distinc-
tive landscape by activating local and non-local volunteers. 

Our department’s long-term engagement with the Aso region provided us 
with a rich collection of written sources, material objects and personal con-
nections, all of which helped the students to develop the necessary sensitivity 
to the region’s internal dynamics and disparities. When we began planning 
the Field School in 2021, being confronted with the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic ourselves, we decided to focus on the impact of the pandemic on 
the region as our guiding theme, which adds a new and topical facet to our 
long-term engagement with Aso. During the preparatory class, the students 
formed four groups to tackle different aspects of this topic. As tourism plays a 
major role in the local economy, one group decided to investigate the impact 
of COVID-19 on the tourism industry. Two of the members of this group had 
already been working on this topic in other classes and were eager to contin-
ue their research during the Field School. Another group interested in local 
traditions such as festivals and community activities related to the grassland 
focused on whether or not these activities would take place in the current 
situation and what adaptations might be necessary. Against the backdrop of 
frequent disasters such as the 2016 Kumamoto Earthquakes, research on the 
Aso region has often emphasised the role of local social networks and com-
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munity activities as the basis for local disaster resilience (Abe / Murakami 
2020). We wanted to know if and how these resilient structures might also 
play a role during the COVID-19 pandemic, given that physical contact be-
tween people was reduced to a minimum at times. As ageing rates keep rising 
in most parts of the region, the third team chose the topic of social welfare 
provision during the pandemic and wanted to find out the effect of social dis-
tancing on older residents and how local institutions (from communities to 
local governments) might try to address the problem of loneliness in older 
adults. With Minamiaso being a popular destination for (urban) migrants, the 
fourth group focused on their reasons for moving to Aso, their images of the 
Aso region and how the pandemic affected their lives. Drawing on the expe-
riences of previous field trips to Aso (Manzenreiter 2020; Polak-Rottmann / 
Manzenreiter 2018) and newly established contacts of one of the project lead-
ers who had just previously conducted field research for his PhD in the region 
(Polak-Rottmann 2022), we were confident that we could prepare visits to the 
local town and city halls as well as individual interviews according to our 
respective research interests. During these preparatory stages, we remained 
committed to planning in-person fieldwork both logistically and thematically 
in order not to lose all hope of travelling to Japan—even though our chances 
to realise our plans were fading as each week passed. 

From on-site to online
In November 2021, we finally had to acknowledge that it would be impossi-
ble to travel to Japan due to the “entry ban” enacted by the Japanese govern-
ment in reaction to the first Omicron wave. Having observed the Japanese 
response since the start of the pandemic, we were not entirely surprised or 
unprepared as we had anticipated that we might have to switch to an online 
format at some point. However, being already months-deep into our prepara-
tory course for an in-person field trip and without significant experience of 
digital fieldwork, the decision to research Aso “from home” was still a major 
challenge for both students and teachers. 

As a result, the second half of our preparation class was focused on how 
to switch our projects to an online format. As mentioned above, we deliber-
ately decided not to change our research topics, which we considered even 
more relevant in the light of extended travel restrictions. Drawing on recent 
hybrid and digital approaches to ethnography (Przybylski 2021), we discussed 
what it means not to be able to follow the “demands of constantly ‘being 
there’” (Ugoretz 2021, 62). We also investigated several ways of familiarising 
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ourselves with the region without being physically present. Materials from 
our previous visits to Aso, such as tourist maps, pamphlets, bus timetables, 
etc. provided us with a feeling of what it would be like to travel in Aso. We also 
embarked on “digital trips” to the Aso region in our preparation class. Using 
Google Maps, we entered the region, starting at Aso-Kumamoto Airport, ob-
serving how close Nishihara-mura was to the airport and how we could access 
the caldera from there. We toured one of the various golf resorts, climbed 
Mount Aso, walked to the Aso Shrine and investigated how long it would take 
to drive from the southern municipalities to Aso-shi. Students kept an eye 
on interesting places, tourist sites and restaurants they would like to know 
more about and visited their homepages. These types of digital walks—both 
via Google Maps and “live” with the help of partners in Aso—became a crucial 
element of our Field School in February.

We soon realised that the four groups would have to rely on different 
strategies to gather useful data. The teams working on tourism and migration 
quickly found numerous promotion videos, blogs and social media posts, 
e.g., materials suitable for an actual digital ethnography. The other groups 
were unable to find such “first-hand” materials. Although the social welfare 
group could rely on policy plans and statistics provided on the websites of 
local governments and social welfare councils for a glimpse of how social 
welfare provision is institutionalised in the Aso region, access to first-hand 
information on how the pandemic affected everyday life in Aso’s rural periph-
eries remained out of reach online. To alleviate this problem, we relied most-
ly on online interviews. As the group leaders, we organised online meetings 
with informants in the Aso region, thereby activating and extending existing 
contacts in the field and establishing new contacts through “cold-mailing” re-
spondents of interest. In selecting our respondents, we decided to focus on 
people we came to refer to as “linking agents” (Heinze et al. 2016) from var-
ious parts of the region: most importantly local community leaders (kuchō 
and burakuchō), local officials and politicians, and representatives of local 
welfare councils (shakai fukushi kyōgikai), which are quasi-public organisa-
tions coordinating formal and informal social welfare provision at the mu-
nicipal level. We expected these socially embedded “linking agents” to have 
the technical abilities to feel comfortable in the online interview situation, 
while at the same time being able to provide detailed information on commu-
nity-level social issues and potential contacts for follow-up interviews. Using 
a video conference tool, we also set up meetings with an expert on the tour-
ism industry in Aso as well as workshops with two professors, one working 
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on the local social structure and religious organisations in Aso and the other 
on urban-to-rural migration. Through our colleague Johannes Wilhelm, who 
was living and working as a researcher in Aso for the duration of our pro-
ject, we were able to virtually “join” a local public event with members of the 
Chiiki okoshi kyōryokutai programme (a government scheme to support ur-
ban-to-rural migration), as well as an event with members of an NPO support-
ing grassland maintenance via a smartphone camera. 

In the final stage before the field trip, students prepared digital profiles to 
introduce themselves and their research project to potential interview part-
ners and also prepared the questions they would like to ask their respond-
ents. We also conducted mock interviews, rehearsed introducing ourselves 
and our research topics in polite Japanese, and reflected on these experienc-
es and what to expect when interviewing our actual respondents in Aso. With 
months of preparations behind us and a full schedule ahead of us, we were 
now ready to dive into our digital Winter Field School. 

Virtually on site: The Aso Winter Field School
Our online field trip to the Aso re-
gion took place from 11 to 26 Feb-
ruary and consisted of 16 days of 
intensive fieldwork. A crucial goal 
for those 16 days was to create an 
atmosphere in which we were con-
stantly engaging with the field in 
a similar way as if we had actually 
been there. To achieve this, it was 
important for us and our partici-
pants to meet “on-site” at the cam-
pus instead of switching to a fully 
digital experience. This was made 
possible by the infrastructure of 
our institute, which provided us 
with a screen and high-quality au-
dio equipment in a large room with 
high ceilings and windows, where 
we could talk as a whole group or 
split into smaller ones. We adhered 
to strict anti-COVID measures (all 

Pic. 1: Switching to an online format
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of us tested every day before entering the classroom and wore masks). Those 
of us who did not feel one hundred percent healthy joined the events from 
home.

Another crucial aspect of creating a productive working atmosphere was 
our full schedule. Apart from Sundays, we worked eight hours per day, every 
day. Due to the time difference with Japan (+8 hours), we typically started 
early in the morning with group interviews or another type of joint event. Af-
ter these morning events, which lasted between one to three hours, we col-
lected and compared our notes and reflected on the interview situations. We 
also exchanged preliminary observations and discussed points for further in-
vestigation. These discussion rounds were important not only for preparing 
the following interviews, but also as first steps toward analysis. Afternoons 
were then filled with preparing questions for the next interviews, contacting 
potential new respondents, researching and compiling background informa-
tion and online data, and digitally walking through the Aso region (see Pic. 2).

In these walks, we usually focused on the areas central to our interviews 
for that particular day. While some of our walks were prepared by students 
and/or instructors, we also had time to spontaneously decide where to nav-
igate. Wherever available, we used the Google Maps archive function to see 
how the region had changed over the past few years. This was especially in-
teresting in those places where the Kumamoto Earthquakes had caused se-

Pic. 2: “Virtual walk” through the Aso region
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rious damage in 2016. We were able to see which parts had been rebuilt and 
which abandoned, enabling us to speculate how the disaster had placed a vis-
ible burden on people’s everyday lives (see also Polak-Rottmann 2022). More-
over, the walks illustrated the contrast that several of our respondents had 
pointed out between the “visibility” of the earthquake and the intangible im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Residents had gathered together to deal with 
the visible damage of the former disaster, but the pandemic created a differ-
ent type of damage and imposed challenges on the local structures of resil-
ience that were hard to assess. 

For our students, one of our most enjoyable live walks was a tour through 
Minamiaso hosted by our colleague Johannes Wilhelm. Accompanied by his 
expert commentary and that of a fellow on-site geologist, we visited histor-
ical irrigation sites, drove around the southern part of the caldera and met 
the owner and the non-human inhabitants of a local cattle farm (see Pic. 3). 
Even without being physically present, this live tour and our camera-support-
ed participation in local events allowed for a deeper and more lifelike engage-
ment with the Aso region and its people. 

The role of students as researchers
The main didactic aim of the Aso Winter Field School was to involve students 
in the planning, realisation and analysis of a broader research project. While 
we as instructors had organised the basic framework of the field trip and the 

Pic. 3: Encounter with the locals
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group events, students took responsibility for preparing and conducting the 
interviews themselves. In the interviews we conducted as a group, those stu-
dents with a particular interest in the respondents’ field of expertise would 
take the lead, while other students had the opportunity to ask questions. We 
were impressed by the high level of self-organisation during these events. 
Whenever a student could not understand something a respondent had said, 
others would help out by posting the translation in a group chat administered 
by the students. This form of communication in the online format proved 
very efficient, and students who did not feel comfortable talking in Japanese 
could post their questions in the chat and ask others to communicate them. 
As a team, we were thus able to collect a broader range of interesting com-
ments and questions due to specific features of the online format. The video 
conference format (we used Zoom for all online events) also allowed the Jap-
anese informants to be clearly seen and heard by everyone. 

A major task for students during the pre-organised group events was to 
request and arrange follow-up interviews. All of the groups were success-
ful in this regard and were fully responsible for conducting these follow-up 
conversations without the instructors being present. Thus, based on the pre-
planned events, students had to manage the whole online interview process 
by themselves, from inviting respondents, asking permission to use the data, 
formulating their questions and sending thank-you emails, while our role as 
instructors was mostly restricted to support with the interview guidelines and 
formal Japanese expressions. Often students with more advanced Japanese 
skills stepped in to help those who did not feel confident about their language 
ability and, here again, the group plus online format proved very useful in 
alleviating the language-related challenges and insecurities encountered by 
less experienced students. It was our impression that the autonomy given to 
students for organising follow-up interviews motivated them to conduct well-
planned and productive interviews. In addition to collecting data for their 
research projects, student feedback showed that they greatly appreciated the 
opportunity to learn the basic skills of how to hold an interview in Japanese. 

Last but not least, the Winter Field School was a social event with all the 
benefits of meeting face-to-face with other people. As well as preventing our 
trip to Japan, the pandemic had also inhibited social exchange between stu-
dents both inside and out of the classroom for almost two years by the time 
we met together. Our participants not only gained experience as researchers 
but were also able to be together for 16 days to work together, share experi-
ences, learn how to overcome challenges, get involved in discussions and, 
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of course, to enjoy break times between the fieldwork sessions. To achieve 
at least a limited form of international exchange, we set up two joint events 
with the Global Leader Program at our partner Kumamoto University: an in-
formal “global café”, where we met with Japanese students on the virtual plat-
form www.wonder.me and a more formal closing workshop with a Japanese 
audience, where each group presented their findings. According to our par-
ticipants, the social aspects of our project were a major factor in making the 
Winter Field School such a success. Each of them has reflected on their expe-
riences in a blog1 written in German.

Data analysis
The project concluded with a follow-up class during the summer term 2022, 
which focused on analysing the data we gathered at the Field School. The 
class introduced students to different approaches to qualitative data analysis, 
including Constructive Grounded Theory (Charmaz 2014), Thematic Analysis 
(Braun / Clarke 2022), Content Analysis (Mayring 2017) and Critical Discourse 
Analysis (Jäger 2015). Using the software MAXQDA, all groups tried out these 
methods of analysis with their own data and chose the most suitable. As the 
coding of data proved to be challenging for many participants, we frequently 
discussed differences between analytical and descriptive approaches. Even-
tually, all teams transcribed and coded the interviews for their project. As 
group leaders, it was a joy to see these projects evolve from the initial plan-
ning phase to the analysis and writing stage, and we are happy to present 
the results of each project through the students’ contributions following this 
overview.

The challenges and potential of remote (digital) research in 
rural Japan
It is certainly no overstatement to say that we learned a lot in our 16 days of 
online research—both in terms of the data and the field research experiences 
we were able to collect and also in regard to the limitations of our approach. 
On the positive side, one of our core concerns had been that we might not 
be able to replicate the intense and sometimes overwhelming experience of 
“being in the field” online, but this proved to be unfounded. In fact, “intense” 
was probably the most common expression our students used to describe the 
Field School. Due to our full schedule and our daily routine, we were quickly 
able to establish a productive, challenging and indeed immersive research 
1 https://japanologie.univie.ac.at/asoblog/
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experience. The intense and collaborative work atmosphere with very few 
distractions for 16 straight days was one of the crucial merits of our remote 
field trip. Although we lost the chance to experience our field site in per-
son—its feel, taste, sounds and smells remained out of reach—we gained val-
uable opportunities for regular in-depth discussions about our interview ex-
periences. Moreover, our live walks and the opportunity to join local events 
allowed for observations that went beyond the limits of an interview study. 
For example, when we witnessed the public event in which urban-to-rural 
migrants in the Chiiki okoshi kyōryokutai programme introduced their pro-
jects, we were able to observe the setting and the atmosphere of such events 
as well as gaining productive new contacts. On the downside, however, this 
particular event served to confirm one of the major limitations of remote 
fieldwork, which is the inability to divert from pre-planned pathways and en-
gage in spontaneous conversations with people in the field—an experience 
that several students described as particularly frustrating. As teachers, we 
found that a lack of opportunities to “go with the flow” significantly increases 
the workload that goes into detailed and time-consuming preparation. Each 
group event was prepared weeks ahead of schedule with numerous (some-
times dozens) of emails. As we had hoped, we did succeed in securing con-
tacts for follow-up interviews during these hearings, but due to the time dif-
ference and the complicated task of coordinating online meetings between 
us, our contacts in the field and new interview partners via email, we were 
unable to squeeze all of these follow-up interviews into our 16-day schedule. 
Luckily, our highly motivated students were willing to conduct interviews in 
the days and weeks after the project had officially finished, thus turning this 
problem to our advantage. Had we kept strictly to our 16-day schedule, how-
ever, students would have missed these follow-up interviews and we would 
not have been able to gather the same amount and quality of data. Our plan-
ning and realisation of the project was massively facilitated by the fact that 
we were able to activate contacts in the field and rely on the help of our “eyes 
and legs” in Aso (Johannes Wilhelm) and support from colleagues in Vienna 
with close connections to Aso (Antonia Miserka, Wolfram Manzenreiter). In 
other words, the already established relationship between our department 
and the Aso region was crucial for the depth and breadth of the project, and 
it seems very unlikely that our Field School would have proved of such value 
without these connections. 

We did not encounter any technical difficulties during our field trip, and 
generally had no major negative experiences regarding the use of online 
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conferencing tools (in our case, Zoom). The group interview situations, for 
which we gathered in our lecture room and projected our interviewees on 
a big screen, were generally more formal. This, however, did not come as a 
surprise and likely would have been similar had we conducted them in per-
son. In the follow-up interviews, which were conducted in a smaller setting 
via the students’ laptop, it was much easier to engage with the interviewees 
on a personal level. Here, we did not feel that the remote format had any neg-
ative effect on our ability to build rapport and gather data. Although the so-
cial experience of meeting respondents in person and on-site cannot be fully 
replicated online, we are confident that the remote format did not affect our 
main didactic goals and that the major challenges of independently planning, 
conducting and analysing interviews in Japanese remained more or less the 
same, and the experience of working as a group may even have been more 
intense. In fact, it could be said that in some aspects the online format even 
improved the learning experience as a group. Had we conducted the project 
on site, it would have been necessary to split our group into smaller teams, 
which would have meant less group interviews for each student. Moreover, 
COVID-19 restrictions would have rendered larger group meetings indoors 
impossible. In this sense, the online format allowed more students to engage 
in face-to-face interactions with our informants via the camera and to reflect 
together on this shared experience. 

Digital methods and the potential of a “remote perspective” 
on rural Japan 
While we are confident about the didactic benefits of our virtual field trip, 
what about the quality of the data we collected? Were we able to gain useful in-
sights into the social challenges and changes in everyday life during the pan-
demic in our mostly rural field sites? There is no easy answer to these ques-
tions. Most certainly, we can confirm that the groups working on the more 
“digitally-accessible” topics (tourism and urban-to-rural migration) were at 
an advantage, in that they were able to combine their interview data with a 
huge reservoir of raw data in the form of blogs, YouTube channels and social 
media profiles that could be used for both quantitative and qualitative anal-
ysis. In our experience, a mix between digital ethnographic methods and re-
mote field work (e.g., Zoom interviews) is not only an effective solution when 
physical access to the field is limited, but can also be highly recommended 
for providing students with practical experience in field research. Important-
ly, we believe that this will remain true beyond the pandemic travel restric-
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tions and that projects like the Aso Winter Field School have great potential 
benefit for students with a limited travel budget and for all of us as we try to 
reduce our carbon footprint. 

Not surprisingly, access to the everyday experiences of older respondents 
remained limited and 16 days was too short a time to generate sufficient eth-
nographic data regardless of the format. But the online nature of the pro-
ject created additional limitations on top of the time constraint: Due to the 
selection of respondents and the lack of opportunities to join social events 
for older adults and take advantage of spontaneous chats, we talked about 
the experiences of older residents in rural peripheries more than we talked 
with these people. Thus, we gained little insight into how older residents 
themselves perceived isolation, community solidarity and the cancellation/
maintenance of social and religious events during the pandemic, or what 
such events mean for their everyday lives. There is, however, a positive way 
of looking at these limitations: In our interviews with public and semi-public 
figures such as village/district heads, representatives of social welfare coun-
cils and local officials, we gathered valuable second-hand information about 
the various challenges facing rural communities in the Aso region. And may-
be more importantly, we gained first-hand accounts of the social roles and 
the self-image of our respondents, whom we came to view as “linking agents” 
not only between us as remote researchers and rural communities but also 
between these communities and local administrations and welfare providers. 
The density, the level of institutionalisation, the local variations and not least 
the flexibility of these vibrant state-society links are a fascinating finding that 
was facilitated specifically by our remote approach, and we intend to pursue 
this in more detail in a separate article. In conclusion, despite its limitations, 
we found that remote research on rural non-digital spaces is not only possible 
but can also provide new and important perspectives on social processes that 
are easily overlooked when we focus only on data we can access on-site or by 
digital ethnography. 
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Training for fieldwork in Japan at home:
Reflections on the 2022 D Summer Field 
School 

Introduction
Fieldwork and ethnography are important contributions to the methodolog-
ical toolbox of social sciences used for generating data in close proximity to 
and during lasting engagement with the social issues in the focus of research. 
Fieldwork and ethnography also support the description of other people’s 
lives in detail, making them understandable on the basis of first-hand experi-
ence. Ethnographic fieldwork is best suited to gaining a deeper understanding 
of living conditions from the perspectives of those being researched (Corte / 
Irwin 2017). Data collection is done in the field, drawing on a variety of obser-
vation techniques and data collection methods that must be selected—as well 
as learned and tested—beforehand to fit the research question and conditions 
of the research site. Particularly when researching the social lives of people 
in different cultural settings and about their views on life, fieldwork is better 
qualified than textbook studies and quantitative survey techniques (Bernard 
2006). The best way to make the complex demands and opportunities of eth-
nographic field research clear to students and next-generation scholars is in 
the field. 

But what to do when the field site suddenly becomes inaccessible, as was 
the case after Japan’s borders remained closed to research visits for more than 
two years during the COVID-19 pandemic? Can the same learning outcomes 
be achieved when the research site is transferred from Japan to a location in 
Austria that merely resembles Japan? In this essay, I will explore the poten-
tials and pitfalls of researching Japan at home by reflecting on the insights 
gained from running the 2021 D Summer Field School in Austria’s mountain-
ous Pinzgau region as a substitute for the 2020 Aso Summer Field School orig-
inally planned to take place in the Aso basin in northern Kumamoto where 
our research activities on rural well-being are concentrated. I will first briefly 
expand on the general didactic and educational benefits of the field school 
as a distinctive way of learning before moving on to outline the winding and 



80 Reflections on the 2022 D Summer Field School

bumpy road to the D Summer Field School. The final section will reflect on 
the feasibility and applicability of field school training in Austria as a con-
tribution to the education of next-generation scholars of Japan, through the 
voices of participants. These voices were collected in two focus group inter-
views with all participating students two days after their return from the field. 
The gender balance among the nine students was nearly even, all but one 
were in their early 20s, and except for one graduate student, all interview-
ees were in the second or third year of their undergraduate studies. Together 
with a postgrad student who had supported me during the field school, we 
asked the participants about their impressions and experiences. We wanted 
to know what their goals for the Summer Field School were, whether they felt 
they had achieved these goals, where they saw problems in implementation, 
and what lessons they had taken with them from the experience. The focus 
group interviews took place online via Zoom and lasted for about 80–90 min-
utes each; recordings were transcribed with the help of a teaching assistant 
and analysed using the software package MaxQDA.

The potential merits of field school classes
When teaching qualitative research methods in lectures and textbooks, the 
focus is on unique research techniques and theoretical conceptualisation. 
However, the actual practice of these techniques occurs in the active pro-
cess of individual research in the field, where researchers are often confront-
ed with unexpected turns and twists (Mannay / Morgan 2015). Researchers 
know that ethnographic research is neither static nor fixed, but students do 
not. Relocating the learning environment into unfamiliar and relatively chal-
lenging fields helps students realise that ethnographic research is personal, 
transformational, contingent, and must respond to often-shifting conditions 
(McGranahan 2014). By doing guided fieldwork together with their profes-
sors, students learn to use uncertainty and serendipity to their advantage dur-
ing research (Hendry 2003), to cope with dead-ends and frustration (Hirsch 
2008), and to appreciate the ‘ethnographic moment’ as the effect of engaging 
the field site and the site back home, where learning, planning, and writing 
take place, together (Strathern 1999). 

Field schools place students and the learning process directly in the re-
search field and have been justifiably praised for their didactic value. Stu-
dents are likely to learn better when they are involved in hands-on research 
projects, including “collecting, verifying, and analysing data, and preparing 
a research report” (Schmid 1992). Autonomy in planning the chosen research 
tasks and self-responsibility for proper implementation enhance student mo-
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tivation and enable the development of transferable cooperation, teamwork, 
reflexivity, and leadership skills. Peer assessment is particularly useful for 
improving motivation levels, autonomous learning skills and a sense of con-
nectedness with other students (El-Mowafy 2014). In order to review the work 
of their peers, students need to reflect on key learning objectives and prop-
er fieldwork methodology. In the preparatory stages, students become more 
intimate with the field and their new role as researchers by obtaining back-
ground information, designing the research plan, and establishing contacts 
and points of entry. In the midst of this hands-on engagement with places, 
actors, and events, students reposition themselves as actively self-respon-
sible research subjects when they, for example, have to reschedule field days, 
develop coping strategies for unexpected obstacles, or follow new leads. As 
students gain a greater understanding of their research field through engage-
ment, direct experience, and peer assessment, their identity shifts from that 
of a student to that of a researcher (Keeling 2008). Students not only obtain a 
better understanding of the features of their surroundings and of the relevant 
theories for making sense of their observations, but also a greater awareness 
of their own role in the learning process and their personal engagement on-
site (Marvell et al. 2013). Without the authoritative voice of a course instructor 
or textbook explaining the rules of action and sequential logic of processes, 
they have to come to terms with the messiness of the moment, the confusion 
of multi-perspectivity, and the ever-present possibility of emergence even 
when it seems like nothing is happening. Confronted with the unpredictable 
immediacy of the field, students learn to cope with phases of boredom and 
heightened attention, recording, and categorising their observations in order 
to identify patterns and interpret possible meanings. The affective as well as 
cognitive resonance spectrum naturally leads students to grapple with issues 
such as subjectivity, presuppositions, one’s own role, and positionality. Like 
all fieldwork, a field school is an intense experience that often pushes stu-
dents and researchers to their limits, both physically and mentally –thereby 
providing opportunities to learn more about oneself and grow from the chal-
lenges. 

Field schools have been criticised for being “frequently prohibitively 
expensive and inaccessible to many […] restricted to graduate students, ef-
fectively ignoring the majority” (Copeland / Dengah 2016). In my eyes, the 
greater challenge is figuring out how to fit a field school, including the pre-
paratory and post-visit data analysis courses, into the tight corset of the Bolo-
gna curricular structure. Taken all together, a two-week summer field school 
actually requires a commitment of a year and more, if one includes the ap-
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plication period for external funding. However, if properly prepared, ethno-
graphic fieldwork training is nevertheless possible on an extremely tight fi-
nancial budget when, for example, (a) students are invited to collaborate on 
pre-existing research projects (Schmid 1992), (b) teaching, preparing for, and 
participating in the field research project is included as part of the curricu-
lum, (c) students are empowered to use time-saving approaches and partici-
patory rapid assessment techniques such as non-participant observation, ob-
ject collection, and semi-structured interviews, and d) prior frequent visits 
by faculty members have generated stable relationships in the field and the 
foundations for mutual trust and unobtrusiveness are therefore laid, allowing 
students to quickly access the field and their research subjects.

Outline and design of the 2020 and 2021 field schools 
In 2019, I successfully applied for funding from the Toshiba International 
Foundation and the Japan Foundation to hold a follow-up course to the 2018 
Aso Summer Field School (Manzenreiter / Miserka 2018). While the 2018 ASFS 
was designed to provide survey data and ethnographic data on the interplay 
of social connectedness and rural well-being in Aso, the 2020 programme was 
designed as an expression of gratitude for the support and trust we found in 
the region since beginning our research in Aso in 2015. The output of the 2020 
summer field school was expected to contribute future regional diversity and 
local sustainability by supporting inbound tourism and the international out-
reach activities of local stakeholders.

Tourism is a key industry with which outlying regions can counter the 
impacts of population shrinkage and economic restructuring. The beauty of 
natural scenery, regional history, local customs, and traditional ways of life 
have special appeal for visitors who want to get a glimpse of Japan that goes 
beyond the metropolitan centres of the past and the present. However, lo-
cal stakeholders too often fail to understand the objectives of travellers from 
abroad, or they do not know how to communicate with foreign markets. Ad-
ministrative boundaries restrict collaboration with stakeholders from neigh-
bouring areas, thereby jeopardizing the great potential to be found in pooling 
the local resources of slightly wider areas to attract special interest tourism. 
The 2020 Aso Summer Field School was designed as action research to devel-
op recommendations for short- and midterm visits to the Aso area to attract 
foreign visitors wanting to explore Japan beyond the beaten track. Student 
participants actively engaged with materials on and from the region with the 
aim of using local resources (nature, history, culture, and people) to design 
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self-guided theme trips ranging from a half-day to multiple days in length. It 
was hoped that, in the long run, domestic visitors might emulate the travel 
behaviours of international tourists, thereby generating new sources of re-
gional income and local sustainability.

Despite the insecure outcome of the funding situation pending decisions 
in late April 2020, a group of 13 students applied to participate in the Summer 
Field School and enrolled in the four-month preparatory course. The nagging 
sense of uncertainty due to funding was only aggravated by the Japanese gov-
ernment’s restrictive COVID-19 travel rules, announced a few days into the 
summer semester. Only the hope of the restoration of normal travel condi-
tions before the summer travel season kept participants motivated to prepare 
their work packages for the field visit. Students were unable to meet in person 
for most of the semester but got used to meeting and supporting each other 
via various online channels. During the course, students learned about (a) the 
region of interest; (b) natural and cultural resources on the ground; (c) organ-
isations in charge of managing tourism; (d) hands-on ethnographic research 
methods, including interviews, unobtrusive participation, taking field notes; 
(e) designing special interest travel recommendations, and (f) advertising 
travel plans to unknown audiences via the internet. By the end of the term, 
student working groups had designed four thematic travel itineraries to en-
courage tourists from abroad to visit the target region for extended periods of 
time. Each travel itinerary gave travellers the opportunity to delve more deep-
ly into local history, culture, and customs and to learn more about Japan’s 
history in general, the influences of geography and topography on commu-
nity life, and the connections between folk traditions, myth, and agriculture. 
For this purpose, the working groups drew on a variety of sources that were 
sparse and, if available at all, usually only in Japanese. Students studied on-
line and print materials issued by tourism authorities on the target places and 
topics, studied folklore and regional history texts, and compiled the logisti-
cal data needed for a self-organised exploration of the region’s cultural, cu-
linary, or geological treasures. It was planned to discuss the itineraries with 
local tour operators and municipalities, have them tested by participants dur-
ing the field visit, and finally to develop them as English website content for 
local tourism promotors. Additionally, the material would be compiled with 
photos, films, and stories gathered from interviews with inhabitants and re-
searchers of the region.

When it became clear that the borders would remain closed throughout 
the summer, the field school was rescheduled to the fall. When this trip could 
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again not be realised, consultation with the sponsors resulted in the transfer 
of the summer field school to the following year. However, a year later, none 
of the originally enrolled students were still available. Four weeks into the 
summer term, in our third semester of distance learning, I suggested a radi-
cal change to the new group: holding a summer field school in rural Austria 
in order to avoid the frustration of the previous year and to gather compara-
tive data. The students’ initial response was sceptical, which I personally un-
derstood very well. 

The only precedent, by early Viennese Japanologist Alexander Slawik, 
who sent his students to do fieldwork in the Burgenland region and other 
sites of eastern Austria (Kreiner 2000), seemed to me to be a slightly crazy and 
ultimately quite strenuous exercise that was based partly in his own roots in 
ethnology and folklore studies, and to the lack of a curriculum prior to the 
early 1970s that would have required a thorough legitimisation of such un-
usual coursework. It should be noted that Slawik’s own writings reveal the 
epistemological foundation of such academic exercises (Slawik 1961). How-
ever, the reason I changed my mind on this was due not only to learning more 
about his theoretical reflections or the insurmountable problem of travelling 
to Japan during the pandemic. Rather, I came to agree with the earlier schol-
ar’s concept that the cultural discrepancy between the academic life of a stu-
dent in Vienna and the Austrian countryside is considerable enough to expe-
rience a sense of foreignness and reflect on positionality while systematically 
rehearsing methods collecting observational and interview data in unfamil-
iar terrain. Thinking about some of the junior undergraduate students who 
participated in the 2018 Aso Summer Field School but lacked the language 
skills to contribute to the generation of data through conversations and inter-
views, I realised that the problem of activating student skills could be mitigat-
ed by reducing the cultural distance between the urban us and the rural oth-
er. The game changer was ultimately the creditability of participation in the 
field school as an internship, as required by the curriculum. Students usually 
conduct their internship in Japan or doing Japan-related activities, but were 
large ly denied access to this during the pandemic. Grants by the faculty and 
by myself, the author, mitigated the financial burden to students’ budgets.

I chose the small village community of D-village in Pinzgau/Salzburg as 
the target region. Since I had repeatedly taken colleagues and students from 
the department, as well as visitors from Japan, to the village for retreats and 
excursions, we had ample insight into the locality and reliable access to gate-
keepers and interlocutors. The university owns a simple sports and seminar 
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centre in the village, thus solving any logistical problems by providing af-
fordable lodging and meals and sufficient space for group meetings, prepara-
tory work, and retreat. 

The municipality covers an area of 49.7 square kilometres at the foot of 
the 3,000-metre-high Hochkönig massif. About half (49.8%) of the munici-
pality’s area is covered by forest and a quarter (25.2%) is alpine terrain (as of 
2020, Statistik Austria). 18.4% is used as permanent settlement area, 14.9% 
for agricultural purposes. The region is one of the most sparsely populated 
in Austria. In 2021, 721 persons lived in D-village, coming to 15 persons per 
square kilometre (or 85 in the permanent settlement area). The majority of 
the population lives in the village centre or in smaller settlements along the 
main transport routes. There are 310 buildings registered in the cadastre, in-
cluding 6 hotels and numerous smaller lodging establishments. Tourism is a 
significant economic factor in the municipality, which provides capacity for 
1,600 overnight stays during peak season. About half of all jobs in the munic-
ipality are in the tourism sector. A good two-thirds of the 365 local employees 
must commute to work and cars are indispensable not only for this: only four 
buses pass through the village during the day, and getting to the nearest train 
station (13 km) requires a taxi or private car. It takes a little over an hour to 
travel by car to the provincial capital of Salzburg, 70 kilometres away; it is 18 
minutes to Saalfelden (18 kilometres), 25 minutes to Bischofshofen (22 kilo-
metres), and 35 minutes to Zell am See (31 kilometres). There are no schools 
in the village and the local doctor opens the clinic only sporadically; the only 
small supermarket is open half days. Most of the people in D finished their 
educational career at the level of compulsory education (29.5%) or with an 
apprenticeship (40.6%). 25% attended secondary school and 3.3% earned a 
university degree (Statistik Austria 2022).

The landscape of Austria, like Japan, consists of up to 70% steep moun-
tainous areas. This shared feature, however, has completely different impacts 
on the social and economic structures of the two countries, mainly due to 
Austria’s significance in domestic and international winter sports and al-
pine tourism. Whereas in Japan, regional decline and population shrinkage 
is widespread throughout the country and in some cases has even reached 
metropoles and regional urban centres, in Austria many rural regions benefit 
disproportionately from tourism. Rural outmigration, population aging, in-
adequate infrastructure, and structural economic insufficiencies are not un-
known in Austria, but, particularly in the alpine regions of western Austria, 
many localities have succeeded in reversing the socioeconomic urban-rural 
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divide to their advantage. Of course, not every community nor the entire pop-
ulation of a place benefit equally from tourism, and the prosperity of some 
generates social and environmental consequential costs that are imposed on 
all of society. We heard critical voices about this from the population during 
interviews and private conversations, in the pub late at night, and in written 
comments on our survey. 

As D village suffers from over-tourism, the focus had to shift from action 
research and tourism promotion to questions of subjective well-being in rural 
peripheries (Manzenreiter 2016, 2018). By replicating the research program 
conducted in Aso in 2018, we wanted to find out whether rural areas contrib-
ute to the well-being of the population through specific forms of social organ-
isation and interpersonal interaction. By comparing observational and sur-
vey data, we also hoped to see whether country-specific differences between 
Japan and Austria became more visible when using the same survey instru-
ment. During the 10-week run-up to the field school, students independently 
worked on one out of five work packages. Four to five persons per group were 
responsible for (a) reviewing literature on happiness and well-being in Aus-
tria, (b) recording the socio-economic, historical, and topographical charac-
teristics of the study area, (c) method development, (d) planning and logis-
tics, and (e) finances and PR.  Information on work progress and materials 
was shared through a digital learning platform and discussed in weekly on-
line plenary sessions. Students met in person for the first time in the field. A 
short note composed by the PR team announced our stay in the community 
newsletter, and photos and news about Japan and happiness research shared 
on Instagram and Facebook aimed to reinforce interest in the topic.

By the time the Summer Field School began in July, the questionnaire, a 
translated and adapted version of the survey used in Aso in 2018, had been 
written, tested, and accordingly finalised. The schedule, still rudimentary at 
the time of field entry, ultimately featured a dense work schedule in the two 
weeks from July 17–30, including the personal distribution of questionnaires 
to all households, site visits to the municipal administration and public infra-
structure facilities, a hike led by the local branch of the mountaineering club, 
guided tours of the biomass heating plant and wastewater treatment plant, 
and meetings with representatives of the local brass band, volunteer fire de-
partment, hunters association, and two cultural heritage preservation groups 
(Trachtenfrauen and Hochkönigpass). Due to COVID-19, some appointments 
were cancelled at short notice (flag consecration), postponed (open-air con-
certs, the Hundstein Ranggeln wrestling competition), or added at short no-
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tice (meeting with the mayor, distillery visit). Furthermore, the students also 
staffed a meeting booth in the marketplace, where locals and visitors could 
learn to fold origami or write in Japanese, and enjoy cold mugicha (roasted 
barley tea) and taiyaki (a fish-shaped waffle with red bean filling) made in 
the hotel kitchen. Daily time slots were set aside for morning briefings, in-
structions, and work assignments; in the evenings, there were opportuni-
ties to share experiences, reflect, and write field protocols. Care was taken to 
provide for enough downtime to distance oneself from fieldwork and/or the 
group. 

Although the survey was distributed to the doorstep of all households, 
including Japanese snacks and tea bags as a small sign of appreciation, the 
response rate was only 30%. A total of 138 questionnaires could be used for 
analysis. Results were presented at various occasions throughout the follow-
ing year, including the annual meeting of the Japan Association of Regional 
Policy and the conference of the German Association of Japanese Studies.

Student voices: Goals accomplished
When asked about the goals of the field research session, the students tended 
to answer in generalisations, differentiating between the didactic and practi-
cal research orientation:

The goal can be seen, firstly, in the introduction to field research and the techniques of 

working in field research, and secondly, in the collection of data for comparison with 

Aso research. (2.2)

I would say there were two major goals. One was to learn about field research methodo-

logy, what you can do, interviews, surveys, how to approach people, how to start con-

versations, how to conduct them, how to lead them, what difficulties there can be. The 

second was, of course, the research goal, more or less related to the interplay between 

social contacts and structures in a village community, and how these can then affect 

feelings of happiness and cohesion. (1.3)

Interviewees agreed that these goals were more or less achieved:

Yes, I think that we obtained a very good insight into field research, what it could look 

like. I mean, we had never done this before. (1.5)
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I also got a lot out of it and I’m glad that I signed up. […] In retrospect, I really think that 

the field study itself was very well done. (1.1)

The methodological goal of the Summer Field School was addressed indirect-
ly when participants were asked what they had learned that would benefit 
their future development: 

I have always shied away from conducting qualitative interviews, I just didn’t know 

much about it, but something I will definitely take with me is that a good interview 

needs preparation. […] I found the instructions to be very good and structured and I 

think that I would very much like to take this with me. (2.4)

In general, these methods, let’s just say, the interview or the structure of the question-

naire, these could be techniques that could later play a role in Japanese studies with 

regards to, how should I say, seminar papers, bachelor theses, or further research pro-

jects. (2.2)

I didn’t expect that fieldwork would necessarily interest me, […]  but now after the ac-

tual field visit, I can imagine more and more that this will become something that I 

would possibly do in some form, not necessarily professionally, but in some way in the 

future. (2.1)

Gains in transferable skills were also seen in terms of basic social and com-
munication skills:

Yes, so approaching people, I think we have already learned a bit about that. (1.5)

So, just to listen more carefully in a conversation and to look at the questions again is, I 

think, certainly a competence that is important. (1.1)

Personally, I have also learned a bit about how to approach situations, how to formulate 

questions in certain situations, how to perhaps steer or move the conversation forward 

[…] and the other thing was how to approach people, because personally, I am not 

really the kind of person who would approach someone on my own and be very open, 

and I have found it helpful to move a bit outside my bubble and I think it is always help-

ful to try something new. (1.2)
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On a personal level, the participants were very happy with the progression of 
the field weeks and had many positive surprises, as they stated during reflec-
tion. Most of the praise was directed at the group itself. 

What really worked well was the overall group dynamic and the group itself. I think 

there was really a very good dynamic, good teamwork from all sides.  (2.2)

I think that in two weeks you can already see how far you can actually take each other, 

for example, when we all handed out the questionnaires and met in the evening and 

talked about it, that you can take something from every other team afterwards and also 

make use of it yourself. And everyone took part in the brainstorming, so I think that 

was worth a lot. (1.1)

I didn’t expect the group dynamics to be so good, I have to admit. I’m a bit pessimistic, 

because I’m used to the fact that groups tend to diverge a bit, and you somehow don’t 

know what the others are doing, or information isn’t passed on, and that everything is 

somehow a bit uncoordinated. (2.4)

The prominent emphasis students placed on team building and group dy-
namics is probably due to the exceptional circumstances of the pandemic. 
All the interviewees had spent most of their time during the previous semes-
ter separate from each other at their homes.  The summer field school was 
the first time in nearly two years that they could be together with their peers. 
The assessment of collaboration and mutual assistance may have also been 
caused by various communication and coordination problems that occurred 
during the term. Only two of the five working groups had few problems when 
self-organizing their task packages; the other three were partly unaware of 
their weekly or overall goals, were difficult to reach or failed to motivate team 
members, and did not know how to effectively use the online platform’s fo-
rums and file storage or communicate through their own social media chan-
nels.

This may also explain why they rated the contribution of their own pre-
paratory work for achieving these goals and accomplishments as being rath-
er insignificant. The fact that the establishment of rapport with gatekeepers 
and interlocutors, arrangement of guided tours, preparation and testing of 
survey questions, and collection of interview topics were also the result of 
the preparation phase passed by comparatively unnoticed. However, the im-
portance of contacts, trust, and supporters was mentioned in the interviews. 
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In such a small place, even getting in without knowing anybody is probably very dif-

ficult. (1.1)

I think we were very lucky to know G., because when his name came up in conversa-

tion, people were immediately like, “Ah yeah ok, I see you’re staying there in the vil-

lage,” and that helped tremendously. (1.3)

[…] and what was also unexpected was that the mayor took so much time for us and did 

so many things for us. The fact that we almost had the key to the village, more or less, 

was also a bit unexpected. But it was also somehow a good feeling to know that we were 

taken care of from above, and were actually so welcome. (2.2)

Negative experiences in the field were most likely to be reported in the area 
of mental and physical stress, due to glaring summer heat, overexertion, and 
the challenging demands on concentration and memory skills during inter-
views. 

What I didn’t expect was that my feet would get so cold and that the sun would be so 

extreme, because at home I live in a very similar region (2.1).

I also expected that sharing a room with someone would not be easy, and this expecta-

tion was exceeded in the negative sense. (1.4)

I found it quite difficult to follow the conversation, also to take notes, […] for example, 

the interview with the hunter, he threw out lots of information very quickly in the be-

ginning, and I couldn’t keep up with the writing. (1.1)

What I didn’t like were the extremely long interviews, which sometimes lasted for two 

to two-and-a-half hours, especially if they were at 8 o’clock at night, it was very exhaus-

ting to somehow keep the ball rolling, because one’s concentration was gone after a 

while. (1.4)

Field research, as the participants experienced, is stressful because of long 
working days and the feeling of not being able to divest oneself from the role 
of the observer.

I had a picture in my mind of us only working during certain periods of time, and after 

a few days it really became clear to me that it was just almost 24 hours a day and you are 
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also constantly busy observing. It was there for many of us in the background, but we 

didn’t fully realise it until later. (1.2)

Because even if someone tells you, you’re going to have to observe for two weeks 

straight and you’re going to feel a lot of stress because you’re always kind of on duty, I 

don’t know if you can understand that when it’s just pointed out to you. (1.3)

To be fully prepared for such a situation is impossible as 

...when you’re out in the real field, the whole day is stressful and that’s with you all the 

time, that’s the added factor that you can’t simulate. (1.4)

Another factor they mentioned was the feeling of rejection and strangeness 
they faced as visitors.

So that people were quite dismissive, especially in the beginning when we were over 

there, I mean, I knew that they might not be so open to people from the University of 

Vienna, but I would not have thought that they would be so dismissive. (1.5)

I also have to say that I expected very little cooperation. When I look at it from home, 

I have the feeling that our stay was accepted from a distance, and then the unexpected 

thing was that, over time, it became apparent that we had settled into the community 

a bit. (1.3)

If more time had been available, more would have been possible, according 
to the unanimous tenor of the interviewees. Often, reflection on what was 
learned expressed the realisation that research in the field comes with unex-
pected surprises that require adaptive strategies or creative solutions. 

So I learned that field research is something very organic, and by that I mean that it is 

not really something that you can plan or that has to follow a particular fixed guideline, 

but something that happens, how shall I say, naturally and unplanned and also spon-

taneously. (2.2) 

You can plan three weeks well, but whether it really works out the same way is ques-

tionable, especially with the dynamic aspects of field research, where we are a larger 

group and so many factors influence the research process. (2.3)
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The more time you have, the better it is, and if you could have made it longer than two 

weeks, it would have been of course very, very good. (2.2) 

In the very beginning, I wouldn’t have wanted to be there for three weeks, but now of 

course I would, especially because we already know each other, and if we were to plan 

another excursion as a group, somewhere else, then I think almost everyone would be 

in for three weeks. (2.4)

Rating the experience
From the students’ perspective, the field research training was a great suc-
cess, primarily due to the experiences gained during the actual field visit and 
when applying field research methods. However, as a professor, I wonder if 
the long-term effects might rather be expressed in the appreciation and pro-
motion of general soft skills such as teamwork, flexibility, openness, creativi-
ty, and spontaneity than in the implementation of methodological knowledge 
for future projects, such as interview techniques, questionnaires, time plan-
ning, network building, etc. 

Both positive and negative memories of the field school may have a 
forma tive impact on similar research projects, even if these effects require 
reflection and directions for action that were not formulated in the jargon 
of ethnological theory, project planning, and organisational management of 
the interviews. For example, relativity and positionality were never directly 
addressed in such terms, but that doesn’t mean that students didn’t become 
aware of them:

It was interesting to observe how people came up with ways to introduce themselves 

and behave on their own. That’s probably part of fieldwork, too? And that’s something 

that will probably also be different from place to place, because it will certainly be 

quite different in Japan than in Salzburg or when I do research in Vienna. (1.1)

We realised that each person always has a distinctive point of view. That’s why I think 

it’s important to find several contact persons right from the start, so that you can get a 

coherent picture and not just bring your own subjective impression in later. (1.1)

Yes, you learn to get outside of yourself a bit more, to interact with many different peo-

ple and to bite the bullet a little and approach people (1.1).



93Wolfram Manzenreiter

From a methodological didactic perspective, it is interesting to note that in 
the unanimously positive assessment of the field school experience, there 
was little mention of gaining academic knowledge, and none at all about the 
research impact of the lower-than-expected distribution and response rates 
of our questionnaire survey. Things that were more at hand received more at-
tention, such as rural well-being and the social fabric of community life.

Students said that during the two weeks of residency and through the 
guided tours and conversations with local people: 

... we also gained good insight into what life and the community are like. (1.5)

… and also what we learned in the interviews, we really learned how this village works, 

which is also applicable to other places and cities, that was very interesting in terms of 

content. (1.3)

And yes, what else did I personally learn during the excursion [...] just very, very much 

about life in the country, or what satisfaction in the countryside is made up of, and that 

not everything is perfect, and yes, in principle what makes country life especially in 

this remote area so unique. (2.2)

Conclusion
I do not entirely agree with the interviewees in these points. Without deny-
ing that they have learned a lot about the village and its people, they and I 
are very far from understanding the social rules and connections of this vil-
lage community, or “the village” in general, and much less about how these 
may or may not be related to individual and collective happiness. This differ-
ence in perception speaks to the assumption that—regardless of any positive 
outcomes and appreciation—participants did not settle into the intended role 
as researchers, instead continuing to see their contribution and experiences 
from the perspective of students. 

From my own experience, I still struggle to acknowledge the applicability 
of a summer field school in Austria for Japanese studies. While still believ-
ing the theoretical benefits outlined above, I also see the difficulties in the 
implementation process in this concrete case and several possible lessons if 
another attempt is made. I agree with students in their self-assessment that 
they learned a lot about themselves and the difficulties of research in an un-
known field. Advancement in methodological skills, problem solving, team-
work, and critical reflection of one’s own position in the research process 
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also deserve unanimous acclamation. However, more time would be need-
ed to consolidate these experiences. Students would immensely benefit from 
joining the processing of research data and thus accompanying the project 
to its end. However, this would require a minimum of three courses total, 
spread out over an entire academic year, during which one has to deal inten-
sively with data and questions that are, if at all, only indirectly relevant to the 
understanding of Japan. Creating a full package suffers from the efficiency 
corset of the Bologna curricula structure, from the lack of a suitable minor 
curriculum open to students from other area studies, and from the scarcity of 
funding opportunities for reorganising the summer field school to last for six 
to eight weeks. Yet these are practical problems and, as a scholar, I am more 
con cerned with ideas and ideals. No matter what, I look forward to taking stu-
dents out in the field again, whether in Austria or Japan.
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Loneliness in Aso:
Community-building against ageing, 
depopulation and pandemic influences
The COVID-19 pandemic has shown worldwide that some groups of people 
are more vulnerable than others in times of crisis. There is no doubt that the 
restrictions due to the pandemic, such as social distancing and isolation, have 
a negative impact on people’s mental and physical health, causing problems 
such as depression and social withdrawal (Stickley / Ueda 2022, 1). As a result, 
research on loneliness and its implications for health and the social sphere 
has increased significantly, leading to a growing number of policies aimed at 
combating this problem and its root causes.

Inagaki et al. define loneliness as a “distressing state indicating that one’s 
basic need for social connection is not being met” (2016, 1096). However, 
lone liness is not only a problem that affects individuals; it can also character-
ise communities which lack social connections between people. This is par-
ticularly relevant in the context of rural Japan, where the ageing of the pop-
ulation and urbanisation have placed strain on the sustainability and health 
of local communities (Lützeler et al. 2020, 1–3). Elderly residents living alone 
are likely to have a less-developed social network than younger people, and 
mobility problems may further limit their options for social participation 
(see WHO 2021). Another important issue in the context of the pandemic is 
the lack of digital literacy among the elderly, which has resulted in a widen-
ing of the digital gap.

Based on the thesis that loneliness is increasing in the Aso region, not 
only because of the pandemic, but also because of the shrinking and ageing 
population, we developed our research questions for this project. This study 
aims to visualise Aso as a field where issues typical of rural Japan intersect 
with the newer challenges posed by the pandemic. If loneliness is perceived 
as a problem, we aim to identify what kind of activities, measures and initi-
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atives exist to counteract it. We also wish to discover more about the influ-
ence of the pandemic on social participation and community activities and 
how the various actors may be attempting to deal with this additional chal-
lenge. During most of our research process we worked with an understanding 
of loneliness as a lack of social connections and—applying this to communi-
ties—a lack of social participation and social cohesion. There is often a fail-
ure to acknowledge loneliness in this sense, due to it being perceived as an 
individual problem and a personal “feeling” that one has to deal with oneself 
rather than an issue that affects society as a whole. The links between social 
participation, isolation and loneliness have been thoroughly demonstrated 
by Ge et al. (2022), who outline the crucial function of social participation in 
preventing conditions that foster loneliness and other health-related prob-
lems:

Social participation among older adults directly increases social interactions which has 

the potential to reduce cognitive decline, lowers the risk of depression, and creates a 

sense of belonging which alleviate[s …] loneliness. (Ge et al. 2022, 7)

Our research focuses on social participation as one of the main instruments 
for combating loneliness on a socio-political level, rather than investigating 
matters of health. In this way we aim to highlight not only crucial issues that 
rural Japanese areas face today, but also positive aspects, such as the ability 
of regions and communities to combat these problems.

In addition to sources such as geographic, demographic and historical 
data, we conducted seven semi-structured interviews with stakeholders di-
rectly or indirectly involved with the provision of social welfare in the Aso 
region, specifically in Aso-shi, Takamori-machi and Nishihara-mura. The 
stakeholders ranged from politicians and representatives of the local social 
welfare council (shakai fukushi kyōgikai) to a former leader of a neighbour-
hood group (kumi). Using the qualitative data analysis system MAXQDA, we 
devel oped our codes and themes flexibly, applying the Thematic Analysis ap-
proach suggested by Braun and Clarke (2022).

Literature review
Our topic can be divided into two partly overlapping fields of research. Firstly, 
there are the factors which threaten, restrict and obstruct social participation 
in Aso and therefore potentially foster loneliness. Here we have identified the 
ageing and shrinking of the population as long-term trends and the COVID-19 
pandemic as an acute issue affecting the community’s social cohesion and in-
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dividual resident’s social participation. Secondly, we investigated the actors 
actively engaged in fighting the aforementioned problems through preven-
tive activities, policies, and various initiatives against loneliness, which often 
involve the stimulation of social participation.

Numerous researchers have pointed out the significant long-term risks 
posed by rural decline for the provision of health care and social welfare in 
regional communities, as well as related issues, such as the increasing num-
ber of elderly people living alone (hitorigurashi kōreisha) (Lützeler et al. 2020; 
Miserka 2020; Haddad 2011). According to data provided by the municipali-
ties of the three regions we examined, their respective ageing rates exceed 
the national average of 28.9% (Statistical Handbook of Japan 2022). The Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines age-
ing rate as the proportion of a society's population comprising those aged 65 
and above (2020). Although Nishihara-mura has experienced a slight popula-
tion increase due to its proximity to the metropolitan area of Kumamoto-shi 
and important transport links such as Kumamoto Airport, its ageing rate is 
still 32.3%. The populations of Takamori-machi and Aso-shi are both shrink-
ing rapidly with aging rates around 40%—they are officially classified as de-
populated areas (kaso chiiki) and thus targets of government-sponsored re-
vitalisation programmes (e.g., the Chiiki okoshi kyōrokutai programme; see 
Deveci et al. in this volume).

Although studies investigating the influence of COVID-19 on social par-
ticipation and loneliness in rural communities have been increasing (Ōta et 
al. 2021; Jewett et al. 2021; Rezaeipandari et al. 2020), the issue is still rel-
atively new and its—mostly problematic—long-term effects are only slowly 
unfolding. Thus, there is a need for further research on this topic, especially 
focusing on the impact of the pandemic on already existing problems. For 
instance, Ōta et al. conducted a study on osekkai, a term usually translated as 
“meddling” or “interference”. In the context of their study, it is explained as 
“helping culture” (2021, 1) and refers to monthly meetings, exchanges and 
the linking of residents in a particular region. The study is specifically con-
cerned with the reconstruction of social relations in rural Japan and suggests 
they have been severely affected by the pandemic. The authors conclude that 
community activities have been able to increase people's social participation, 
and that participants met and socialised more frequently and felt more in-
volved in the community as a result (Ōta et al. 2021, 1).

Despite growing interest in this topic, there is little consensus among re-
searchers on who is most affected. Loneliness and social isolation are hard to 
measure and the approaches and tools for assessment vary greatly, as there 
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is no standard method, either internationally or nationally. According to a 
recent report by the World Health Organization (WHO), there is no agree-
ment about whether factors such as age and gender create an increased risk 
for loneliness (2021, 3). A brief examination of studies on loneliness in Japan 
illustrates this lack of consensus. While Khan and Kadoya (2021) conclude 
that older people (both men and women) with higher incomes and young 
women were particularly affected by the COVID-19 crisis, Stickley and Ueda 
(2022) argue that the main factors contributing to a higher risk were being 
young, male and socioeconomically disadvantaged. There does, however, ap-
pear to be agreement on the prevalence of loneliness among people living in 
long-term care institutions compared to those living in the community (WHO 
2021, 3; Schofield 2021).

In order to understand the situation in Aso, the efforts of various ac-
tors, activities, initiatives, policies and measures aimed at combating lone-
liness and promoting social participation need to be investigated. To assess 
this rather complex topic, a simple distinction between state actors and civil 
society is insufficient as demonstrated by Haddad (2011) in her application 
of the state-in-society approach to the Japanese social welfare regime. In Ja-
pan, the government has long cooperated with non-profit actors for the pro-
vision of welfare, creating closely intertwined and mutually beneficial rela-
tions (Haddad 2011, 39). Local volunteer groups have been an important part 
of the Japanese social welfare system since the beginning of the twentieth 
century (Hastings 1995, 18–23), and the relationship between the Japanese 
government and such groups is more a partnership than a top-down hierar-
chy (Rosario 2009, 314). In 1998, the implementation of the Special Non-Prof-
it Organisation Law (NPO Law) led to a massive increase in the number of 
groups providing local social welfare services (Haddad 2011, 43). The govern-
ment assists these voluntary organisations both administratively and finan-
cially and encourages local communities to form such groups (Haddad 2011, 
40). In Aso, the existence of such government-guided volunteer organisations 
means that a strict separation between the spheres of state and civil society 
cannot be made when analysing policy-making processes.

A central role within the institutions in Aso and other rural areas is played 
by local social welfare councils known as shakai fukushi kyōgikai (hereafter 
shakyō). Haddad describes these councils as “quasi-governmental associa-
tions that brought city officials together with community leaders concerned 
with social welfare issues” (2011, 35). They are established in every adminis-
trative district across Japan, including Nishihara-mura, Aso-shi and Taka-
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mori-machi, the targets of our research (Zenshakyō n.d.a). Typically, their 
members are representatives of the local authorities, neighbourhood associa-
tions and registered volunteer groups (Haddad 2011, 35). In addition, the gov-
ernment appoints private individuals as social welfare commissioners (min-
sei iin) for every administrative district in the country (Kōseirōdōshō n.d.a), 
who help to communicate the needs and concerns of the community and its 
individual members to local authorities. Hashimoto and Takahashi describe 
minsei iin as a “link between the local administrative authority, social welfare 
institutions and residents” (1997, 303), exemplifying the blurred boundaries 
between public, private and voluntary work in Japan (see Estévez- Abe 2003). 

The shakyō initiates, coordinates and supports activities on the munici-
pal level and below. Initiatives launched by the shakyō are often supported 
by volunteers from within the community, who receive training and often re-
sources. The aim is that eventually the volunteers, and thus the commu nity 
itself, will start to carry out the activities autonomously (Zenshakyō n.d.b). 
The role of the minsei iin is clearly defined by the Civil Affairs Committee 
Law and mainly involves providing social welfare institutions with advice 
and information. In order to do this, they carry out mimamori (watching over, 
guarding) activities, which consist mainly of home visits to assess the living 
conditions, needs and concerns of residents (Kōseirōdōshō n.d.b). General-
ly speaking, the shakyō focuses on collective activities while minsei iin, aside 
from their coordinating function, provide individual services through their 
home visits. 

Another potentially important strategy against loneliness (especially 
among older adults) is the establishment of community clubs known as fureai 
ikiiki salon (gatherings for lively mutual connection). The Japanese term 
fureai describes connectedness between two or more people, while ikiiki con-
veys a sense of liveliness and vigor. At these “salons”, local residents (mostly 
elderly people) can engage with each other on a regular basis (monthly or in 
some cases weekly) and build a sense of community through playing games, 
drinking tea or partaking in sport and cultural activities together (Miyake / 
Iseki 2014, 100–1). All salons are private, non-profit-making operations run 
by residents, volunteers and sometimes other relevant organisations. Some 
are set up independently by residents, while others are supported and organ-
ised by the local shakyō (Miyake / Iseki 2014, 100). Fureai salon can be found in 
communities throughout Japan, and the Aso region boasts a comprehensive 
network.
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Given these blurred boundaries between public, private and voluntary 
work, we investigate the actors involved in social welfare provision in Aso 
based on their organisational and historical background, their purpose, role 
and tasks. The aforementioned link between loneliness and social participa-
tion is an important factor for our research to understand why and how these 
organisations have acted and what initiatives they have set up. To assess their 
mutual interdependence, we apply the state-in-society approach presented 
by Haddad (2011) and aim to show how the priorities and approaches of the 
actors, as well as their interdependencies, have changed during the pan-
demic. We also highlight possible future strategies that are being developed 
in the fight against loneliness.

Awareness, flexibility and cooperation: Solutions to 
intensifying issues?
In Aso, the two main problems that are currently perceived as threatening 
and restricting social participation are the long-standing issues of ageing and 
depopulation and the recent pandemic restrictions. Both of these weaken so-
cial cohesion and ultimately lead to increased loneliness with all its negative 
impacts. Due to the pandemic and social distancing, there have been signifi-
cant changes in interaction between the actors and the community, the actors 
amongst themselves, and the members of the community. All our interview 
partners voiced similar concerns about the cancellation of social activities 
and gatherings since the onset of the pandemic in March 2020. Various stake-
holders confirmed that there has been a considerable rise in loneliness dur-
ing the last years:

Because of this [the cancellation of social activities and gatherings], there are peop-

le who cannot have errands done and cannot talk with others, so yes, there are a lot 

of people who are lonely, who have become lonely. (Interview with Nishihara Shakyō 

2022)

Due to governmental social distancing recommendations, opportunities for 
individuals to engage in social interaction have been severely limited. This 
particularly affects rural areas in Aso, as the pandemic has exacerbated 
pre-existing trends in the region. As a consequence, we noted an increase in 
institutional dependency based on various observations, including a signifi-
cant increase in consultation requests addressed to the shakyō and its sub-or-
ganisations, and more people appearing to feel they have to “give up” their 
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independence and enter care institutions. The shakyō representatives also 
explained that they have noticed a marked increase in the number of peo-
ple who are “considering” entering these institutions. This emphasises the 
impor tance of the fureai salon which offer supplementary activities to profes-
sional care which is part of the national care insurance scheme (e.g., care in-
stitutions) and fulfil a preventive role in care dependency.

All actors appear to be reacting to the new developments by shifting their 
strategic focus and adapting existing policies as well as creating new ones. 
While bearing in mind that institutions are geared to raising their profile, 
the shakyō has intensified its efforts in gathering and sharing informa tion 
through cooperation with its sub-organisations and other actors like the min-
sei iin. However, as a result of the pandemic, it is not only community events 
that have been disrupted or suspended, but also meetings and training of ac-
tors involved in social welfare such as the minsei iin and new volunteers. This 
led us to identify individual mimamori activities (monitoring fellow mem-
bers of a community) as the most important tool against loneliness during 
the present pandemic. Due to the need to adapt to COVID-19 preventive mea-
sures, interactions with and between residents on an individual level gained 
importance as larger gatherings became problematic. These activities aimed 
at the individual are mainly performed by minsei iin and volunteers, but some 
are carried out directly by the shakyō, e.g., their mini day services (mini dei 
sābisu; activities similar to salons but organised solely by the shakyō).

In addition, we found a high level of awareness and concern among social 
welfare actors and stakeholders in Aso regarding the long-term effects of both 
the pandemic and population decline on community activities, as well as on 
financial and psychological issues. One shakyō representative was concerned 
that these developments might inflict lasting damage on the social structure:

It hasn’t been possible to hold festivals and other events […] The opportunities for such 

gatherings have been decreasing. Because of that, seeing people’s faces and knowing 

whether the other person is doing fine or not, those kinds of relationships have been 

getting weaker. If this goes on longer, a third or a fourth year, I’m worried that people 

will give up organising such gatherings and that they might disappear completely. (In-

terview with Aso Shakyō 2022)

Beyond that, we were able to observe tensions between the local government 
and other key actors in the organisation of community activities. Being close-
ly affiliated with the government, shakyō representatives expressed a sense of 
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“not really being able to act” (nakanaka ugokenai), as they have to closely fol-
low government guidelines regarding the pandemic (Interview with Nishiha-
ra Shakyō 2022). However, local volunteer associations and ward mayors have 
urged the necessity for autonomous decisions to be made concerning com-
munity activities, as after more than two years of the pandemic they feel that 
the need for human contact that such activities provide should be increas-
ingly prioritised over the fear of possible criticism and social condemnation.

Regarding the structure of the actors involved in social welfare in Aso, 
we found that they are organised as a complex cooperative network intent on 
promoting social participation in the community despite the current chal-
lenges. Each shakyō assumes a key role as a connector, raising awareness and 
cooperation among the village-structured communities and other state ac-
tors (local governments), semi-state actors (social welfare institutions, sub- 
organisations, minsei iin) and non-state actors (volunteers, NPOs). They are 
responsible for information gathering, the coordination and guidance of lo-
cal groups and the financial distribution of government funds.

Network cooperation is an essential factor in developing and promot-
ing community activities, and it defines the relationships of actors with each 
other and the community. One example of a network system established for 
official social welfare organisations in Aso is the Yamabiko Network, which 
is a platform on which all seven municipal councils of social welfare in the 
Aso region have been promoting cooperation (tasukeai) and support (sasaeai) 
since 1997 based on the concept of the “Aso Block” (Aso burokku shakyō). With 
the overall aim of increasing social exchange and collaboration in the social 
welfare system, the municipal councils encourage people to pay attention to 
individual members of a community, focusing on the most vulnerable groups 
(from the shakyō’s perspective): the elderly, children and people with disabil-
ities (Aso burokku shakai fukushi kyōgikai rengōkai 2022). Their success in 
making people more aware in their everyday lives of being part of a commu-
nity is one of the main reasons they cite for Aso’s outstanding track record in 
managing natural disasters such as the Kumamoto earthquake in 2016.

Discussion
Our research confirms that organised community-building activities in Aso—
discussion meetings, salon activities and smaller neighbourhood “helping” 
services to name but a few—serve the two main purposes observed by Mi-
yake and Iseki (2014): Firstly, they aim to increase social participation and 
strengthen the community through encouraging interaction between res-
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idents, volunteers and local organisations. Such interaction targets the re-
duction of loneliness and isolation, increasing the exchange of information 
within and between regional communities, while also monitoring the health 
of members of the community and providing them with opportunities for 
physical and mental exercise. These practices thus effectively tackle a range 
of social issues in local communities through utilising and prioritising hu-
man bonds (Miyake / Iseki 2014, 102). Secondly, their purpose is to create a 
framework in which the organised community activities function as a base 
for developing a resident-led community welfare system (Miyake / Iseki 
2014). In Aso, the monthly meetings (weekly in some parts of Nishihara-mu-
ra) include health-related activities such as light fitness exercises and dietary 
advice, as well as cultural and educational events. The types of activities that 
are held depend on the needs of the local community and target different 
groups (Miyake / Iseki 2014, 102).

The various actors involved in providing social welfare in Aso appear to 
move in a constant state of tension between government control and self- 
determination. Making the transition from a civil organisation to an NPO 
eligi ble to receive government funds can result in less autonomy when it 
comes to policy making. Volunteer groups tend to enjoy greater flexibility 
as they are independent of government structures but often have less means 
and resources to draw upon to offer their services (Haddad 2011, 37–9). In this 
regard, we observed great variation between the different regions and organ-
isations in Aso. For example, the fureai salon in Nishihara-mura work more 
closely with the shakyō and follow government guidelines more strictly than 
their counterparts in Aso-shi or Takamori-machi. They also report regularly to 
the shakyō. Consequently, it has been more difficult for them to adapt to the 
pandemic, as they were forced to suspend their activities due to government- 
imposed social distancing measures.

Another key issue in the context of the pandemic is the lack of digital lit-
eracy among the elderly, which excludes them from an increasingly impor-
tant alternative to face-to-face communication. This results in a widening of 
the digital gap. During the pandemic, much of the interpersonal interaction 
worldwide was relocated to the online sphere, including professional so cial 
welfare services as well as work and everyday communication with family 
and friends. Residents of communities in rural regions—Aso being no excep-
tion—are particularly affected by the digital divide, as their use of online com-
munication during the pandemic has been much more limited than that of, 
for instance, younger residents in urban regions. According to representa-
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tives of the Takamori-machi and Aso-shi shakyō, this is the result of a lack of 
digital literacy rather than any problem with the internet infrastructure. This 
is also another possible reason why face-to-face mimamori activities have 
gained in rele vance.

To conclude, activities to prevent loneliness in the Aso region can be un-
derstood as a combined response to the long-term social challenges in ru-
ral Japan and the acute needs created by the COVID-19 pandemic. Network 
structures enable cooperation and allow for a more efficient provision of so-
cial welfare to the residents of a certain region or community. Haddad de-
scribes the expansion of networking among social welfare service providers 
as “one of the greatest areas of innovation” (2011, 41), as it brings together ide-
as from a diverse range of groups. It also ensures different channels of com-
munication (organisers, volunteers, residents themselves) with the people in 
need of their services and makes implementation easier as representatives of 
all the relevant groups are involved, thus creating a shared sense of responsi-
bility (Haddad 2011, 42–3). By exploring the organisational network in Aso, it 
has become evident that close cooperation and communication be tween the 
actors are key factors in dealing with the pressing issues, of which loneliness 
is undoubtedly a central problem.

At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted 
not only loneliness in Aso but also the actors engaged in activities to combat 
it. The role of intermediaries like the minsei iin has gained in importance 
as emphasis was shifted to individual visits rather than social gatherings 
due to the lower risk of infection. Our research shows that actors adapted 
to the new situation created by the pandemic by focusing on existing activ-
ities such as mimamori and mini day services which could be maintained 
despite COVID-19 restrictions, while also strengthening their cooperation 
with other organisations, initiatives and the community. Finally, we con-
cluded from our research that these adaptations were a key factor in keep-
ing the social wel fare system functioning in the face of increasing pressure 
during the pandemic. The developments observed during the COVID-19 
pandemic demonstrate the importance of continuously thinking of new ap-
proaches, adap ting existing ones and switching emphasis between activi-
ties to the ones that most effectively enable social workers and volunteers 
to engage with the ever-changing challenges associated with the problem 
of lone liness.
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Reflections on the project
Being part of this research project was overall a great experience. In the in-
itial preparatory part during the previous semester, as is often the case at 
the very beginning of a research project, we were not sure where it was go-
ing to lead. However, the closer we got to the end of the semester and the 
hands-on excursion part of the project, the more we came out of our shell 
and felt that we could actually contribute. As the Aso project has been going 
on for many years at our department, it seemed at first like an overwhelm-
ingly massive and intangible undertaking. However, thanks to the guidance 
of our lec turers and everybody’s help and support it appeared increasingly 
manage able, and our project started to take shape. During the virtual excur-
sion itself, we had various opportunities to become familiar with methodical 
fieldwork skills like conducting interviews and applying the knowledge we 
had ac quired in the preparatory phase to dig deeper into our topic of inter-
est. Dur ing that process, we also got to know each other better and learned 
about our strengths and weaknesses, which helped immensely in overcom-
ing the challenges we faced in dealing with this type of project. Some group 
members were good at managing and filtering data, some were good at com-
ing up with creative ideas, while others were good at making the best use of 
the available technology and other resources. One of our member’s strength 
was on the linguistic side, which is why his responsibilities lay mostly with 
translation, reading Japanese texts for our research and taking care of email 
exchange with our contacts in Japan. While he believes he was able to do that 
reasonably well, he would have had a hard time without his partner Katja, 
who was the ac tual leader of the operation. Especially during interviews, it 
helped to have her organise our data so that the other member could focus 
on what he and our interview partners said. If we had not worked together so 
well, there would probably have been a few times when we would have asked 
questions that had already been answered.

While we are sure we would all have preferred face-to-face on-site re-
search in Japan, we believe that online research was a good starting point for 
us as student researchers. Despite that, there were of course many problems 
that we had to face. One major limitation of our online research was gaining 
access to people in the region, especially the elderly people who are direct-
ly affected by the developments we were investigating. Most of them are not 
proficient in using online communication tools or the internet and comput-
ers in general. Another problem is that due to the lack of any personal in-
teraction beforehand they may have been worried about not being able to 
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communicate properly. All they would have known about us is that we are 
not Japanese, which often leads to the presumption that we do not speak Japa-
nese well, if at all. If we had been able to meet them face to face, it would have 
been easier to create an environment of mutual trust conducive to personal 
interaction and we could have more easily reassured them that there was no 
need to be nervous or to worry about wasting our time—which seemed to be 
an occurring issue. Despite all these challenges, there were aspects of online 
research that were helpful. Because of the virtual barrier between us and our 
interview partners, we were able to coordinate ourselves and our questions 
more easily without our in-group communication interfering with the flow 
of the interviews. We believe another advantage was that our interview part-
ners were more comfortable with having their video recorded as we were 
already using video communications as our tool for the interview, whereas 
other wise they might have only been comfortable with an audio recording or 
might have requested no recording at all.
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Tanoshimi ga nakunatta: 
Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
social activities in the Aso region
Festivities and village activities create social connections between individ-
uals within a community (NPO A 2022), by providing opportunities for lo-
cal residents to meet and enjoy themselves and maintain connections with 
each other. When a pandemic forces important social activities to be held 
in diff erent ways or stopped completely, social connections will arguably be 
strong ly influenced and possibly changed.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, our daily lives were shaped by new re-
strictions and regulations, including body temperature being measured when 
entering a building, wearing masks, shifting much of our lives to the online 
sphere, cancelling social gatherings and implementing lockdowns. This situ-
ation, of course, took its toll on the everyday lives of people living in the Aso 
region in Japan as well, influencing the region’s social structures and how 
village residents evaluate the necessity and feasibility of their traditions, fes-
tivals and other social activities. In this short article, we examine the impact 
of the pandemic on social activities, such as Japanese traditional festivals 
(ma tsuri), the traditional burning of the grasslands (noyaki) (Ōtsu 2016, 370; 
Wilhelm 2020, 223–4) and other communal activities, for example cleaning 
days, when local residents cut weeds along the roads. 

Our research dealt with changes that occurred in the activities of so cial 
organisations and in the ways the traditions of the Aso region are carried 
out due to the COVID-19 pandemic. How and why did these social activities 
change? What effect do these changes have on the local community? In terms 
of its impact on social activities, how does the pandemic compare to natural 
disasters that the people of Aso have experienced in the past?

Unfortunately, travel restrictions prevented us from visiting Aso in per-
son, so we had to move our project into the digital space. In the course of 
our online research, we conducted numerous interviews with various actors 
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within the Aso region. These interviews included one-on-one interviews with 
experts and local residents and group interviews with representatives of lo-
cal cultural associations, administrations and NPOs. We used Thematic Anal-
ysis (Braun / Clarke 2022) to analyse and process our data. This enabled us to 
search through our data set to identify, analyse and report recurring patterns. 
We used this method to describe our qualitative data and interpret our select-
ed codes and constructed themes (Braun / Clarke 2022, 8–10). 

We start with an overview of the existing research literature on the 
cultur al and social activities in rural areas, including the Aso region, which 
served as a background for our study. After reviewing the literature, we pres-
ent our findings. We found that the pandemic had negative effects both on 
community opportunities to generate social cohesion and the transmission 
of traditions. It has also led to a loss of opportunities to relax and have fun. 
Furthermore, the pandemic has proven to be rather different from any natu-
ral disaster Aso has faced before. We have also confirmed that the rapid aging 
and the decline in population in Aso has acted as an additional challenge to 
the pandemic. We end by reflecting on the research project and the experi-
ences we have made. 

Literature review
There is a significant amount of literature available on the topics of our study, 
including traditions and matsuri in rural Japan. Earlier studies focused on 
the documentation and categorisation of festivities, their ritual aspects and 
performances. More recent research looks at the socio-cultural purpose and 
significance of customs and traditions in the community and also dis cusses 
the social function of traditions in relation to social cohesion, economic ben-
efits and questions of authenticity (Lahournat 2016, 186–7; Okubo et al. 2014, 
1126). This is also the approach our study takes by focussing on the societal 
aspects of traditions and customs. Okubo Kenji and his team describe the 
social value of festivals as mainly being a key opportunity to take part in so-
cial gatherings and mingle with locals (Okubo et al 2014, 1131). Other stud-
ies have found that social participation plays a great role in the well-being 
and sense of self of participants (Lee 2013; Roemer 2010). We aim to expand 
on the understanding of the social aspects of traditions and festivities in Aso 
when faced with a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We hypothesise that the pandemic poses a risk to rural communities in 
Japan. Another risk to be considered—one that has already received much at-
tention—is the declining and ageing rural population. Previous studies have 
found that increasing numbers of elderly inhabitants and depopulation in 
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rural areas in Japan pose a problem for the continuation of local traditions 
and festivities, as the preservation and transmission of traditions to the next 
generation is endangered (Lahournat 2016; Thelen 2015; Traphagan 2000; 
Yamashita 2021). When it comes to Aso, not only immaterial traditions, but 
also the physical continuation of the grasslands, which are shaped by cultural 
practices (noyaki), are at risk of disappearing due to the declining population. 
Vol unteer organisations and private foundations are trying to cover for the 
lack of people (Ōtsu 2016; Wilhelm 2022). Further studies link the disappear-
ance of matsuri to a loss of local identity. When these activities disappear, the 
sense of community and belonging weakens as well. The help of volunteers 
and interactions with the locals are essential for saving and preserving the lo-
cal traditions (Okubo et al. 2014; Thelen 2015). 

The resilience of local communities in Aso when faced with natural dis-
asters has already been described by prior research. After major natural dis-
asters hit the region, such as the torrential rains of 2012 or the 2016 Kum-
amoto Earthquake, residents immediately began actions to help each other. 
They considered the continuation of traditional festivities essential (Abe / 
Murakami 2020; Yamashita 2021). These findings will be instrumental in our 
comparison of the pandemic with other natural disasters the Aso region has 
faced. 

With the pandemic restricting the assembling of larger crowds, we as-
sume that if the elderly are no longer able to continue with local traditions, 
the ageing society will catalyse the disappearance of these social activities 
and traditions. Furthermore, the current situation heavily influences the way 
local traditions are executed, which in our opinion has a strong impact on the 
sense of community in Aso. As we have outlined above, our study continues 
and expands on already existing research. Contrary to the mentioned arti-
cles, our paper takes a more general approach to social activities and does not 
focus on just one of the many activities in the Aso region. 

Noyaki has also been the topic of much research. Wilhelm provides a de-
tailed look at the workings of local community life, the history of noyaki and 
agricultural development in the Aso region (Wilhelm 2020, 242–3). An up-
to-date overview is provided by Yokogawa (2021), who collected information 
on noyaki in other prefectures of Japan as well, and found that many grass-
land burnings have been cancelled and others have been carried out with 
restrictions. Yokogawa worries that this may impact both the safety of future 
burns and the biodiversity of grasslands (Yokogawa 2021, 107). Takeuchi and 
Shimada (2021) investigated the impact of the pandemic on noyaki in the Aso 
region, focusing on volunteer activities that continued during the pandemic. 
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This was made possible to a considerable degree by an established system 
for risk management, coordination by the volunteer organisation and the or-
ganisation’s flexibility. Furthermore, COVID-19 safety precautions were taken 
while working, like measuring body temperature and maintaining a pre-
scribed distance (Takeuchi / Shimada 2021, 19–20). We would like to contrib-
ute to the existing research by investigating how local community ties within 
the Aso region have been affected by cancellations and changes to noyaki and 
other forms of social activities due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Findings
The pandemic has had a great impact on how social activities in the Aso re-
gion are carried out. Most were not cancelled entirely, but instead held under 
different parameters. Some 2021 festivities, such as the dondoya, were post-
poned due to social restrictions enacted by the prefectural administration. 
Others chose to limit attendance by allowing only a select group of partic-
ipants. Certain conditions proved to be of utmost significance in the deci-
sion-making process regarding if and how an event was carried out: season, 
year, type of social restrictions in effect at the time, current number of people 
infected, and whether the event could be held outdoors or not (Interview Ex-
pert B 2022). 

Social activities are crucial to forming strong social cohesion, which con-
tributes to a greater degree of autonomy in the village (Interview Expert B 
2022; Lahournat 2016, 186–7). It is also seen as an important factor in en-
abling residents to carry out hard work such as noyaki and its preparation 
(Interviewee A 2022). However, if social activities are not performed contin-
uously, they lose their effectiveness (Interview Expert B 2022). For this rea-
son, many activities—including noyaki—were still carried out during the pan-
demic. The public was often excluded from the festivities, with only a small 
group of actors performing the rituals to keep the tradition alive (Interview 
Expert B 2022). 

To elaborate, Japanese festivities can be separated into two parts: the rit-
uals (shinji) and the celebration (shinshingyōji or hōshukugyōji). The rituals are 
performed inside the shrine by a select group of people in a restricted area. 
Following the rituals, the celebration begins. In the case of festivities involv-
ing the carrying of portable shrines (mikoshi), this means a procession is be-
ing held. In contrast to the rituals, everyone is allowed to attend the proces-
sion (Interview Expert A 2022). During the pandemic, only the rituals were 
continued and the celebration was left out, as was the case with the tanomisai 
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(Interview Expert B 2022). Some festivals, like the hifuri matsuri, were contin-
ued with no such changes (Interview Expert B 2022). 

One of our sources commented that, without the sensory memory of at-
tending the event, the effect of creating social cohesion in the community 
was diminished (Interview Expert B 2022). One of our interviewees lamented: 
“As drinking became impossible or rare, it started to feel like relationships 
with my friends were more distanced, a very lonely feeling”. He explained 
that “while it is possible to have a drink with friends online, similar to the 
conversation we are having now, it is still lonely” (Interviewee A 2022). Most 
residents do not have access or a need for digital devices (Interview Expert B 
2022). It became apparent to us that the pandemic has had a negative effect 
on opportunities for a community to generate social cohesion and that, while 
several private activities were held using online tools, community events did 
not see a shift to digital spaces. 

Some interviewees stated a fear that the pandemic could cause certain 
festivities or gatherings to disappear, diminishing relationships in the com-
munity (Aso Shakyō 2022). One person worried that once festivities and ac-
tivities are stopped, they can no longer be passed on to the next generation, 
seeming to refer to the problem of traditional knowledge dying out with the 
ageing population (NPO A 2022; Aso Shakyō 2022). One of our informants put 
it as follows, “once cancelled, participants will start to feel like it isn’t neces-
sary to continue holding the event or activity anymore (Interviewee A 2022). 
Lahournat describes depopulation and ageing as endangering the transmis-
sion and preservation of local traditions (2016, 186). The pandemic seems to 
be a similar risk factor, as interviewees feared that cancellations due to the 
pandemic might lead to the permanent loss of certain traditions. It seems 
that while this worry about disappearing festivals and traditions already ex-
isted before the pandemic, it is necessary to consider the effects of the pan-
demic on the continuity of such events, as the chance that traditions are in-
terrupted and discontinued is increased. 

Reducing social activities to a smaller scale also meant that they were less 
fun and there were fewer opportunities to interact. One of our informants 
described it fittingly as “there is no fun anymore” (tanoshimi ga nakunatta, 
Interviewee A 2022), which means that social events which people used to an-
ticipate and look forward to throughout the year disappeared. “An increasing 
number of festivals in our district have disappeared recently due to the age-
ing of the population. This has been accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
So actually, it feels a little bit like there is a sentiment developing that this [sit-
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uation] is bad” (Interviewee A 2022). Even if the activities are continued, they 
might be drastically changed, like a local village’s bon-odori festival “as there 
are currently no singers in the village, participants would have to dance with-
out music and can therefore no longer dance” (Interviewee A 2022). These 
festivals and activities were generally considered a fun break from the hard 
work throughout the year (Interviewee A 2022). 

A local resident we talked to in a group interview lamented that there 
were fewer drinking parties, which he considered crucial in forming relation-
ships and being able to speak freely (NPO A 2022). This is similar to the worry 
of traditions disappearing in that even before the pandemic there was unease 
about local community life becoming less enjoyable. During a group inter-
view, one participant connected local culture to local happiness, explaining 
that “while it is about passing on the local culture, there is also a role of in-
creasing local happiness” (NPO A 2022). This in turn means that increased 
event cancellations not only lead to difficulties in preserving local traditions 
but also to the loss of fun and local happiness that is related to these events. 

The pandemic has proven itself to be very different from the natural 
disasters the Aso region has previously faced. High social cohesion in the 
village led to greater resilience in times of disaster (Aso Shakyō 2022; Abe / 
Murakami 2020, 37). However, due to social distancing, it was not possible to 
overcome the pandemic by working together directly. Everyone was on their 
own and could no longer rely on the assistance and emotional support of 
their community. Additionally, the pandemic did not lead to visible damages 
that could be directly addressed (Aso Shakyō 2022). However, some have also 
voiced the opinion that the prior experience with natural disasters allowed 
residents to react calmly and with composure in face of the pandemic (Taka-
mori Shakyō 2022). As one local stated, even though both the pandemic and 
natural disasters are equally destructive, natural disasters seem to have a pos-
itive effect on community strength through the collective work of rebuilding. 
In contrast, the pandemic seems to have had a very destructive effect on com-
munity strength (Interviewee A 2022). 

In conclusion, there was consensus between our interview partners 
that there is a clear difference between natural disasters and the pan demic. 
However, some believed that experiences gained from natural disasters 
affected personal coping capacities for the pandemic. Abe and Murakami 
made similar observations: The communities of the investigated wards 
Kawa goda and Kase were able to fall back on social bonds formed during 
their many social activities during the year and their previous experience 



117Johanna Mayr / Lenka Miyanohara / Benedikt Schultz

with a flood disaster during recovery from the 2016 earthquake (Abe / Mura-
kami 2020, 29, 37).

We confirmed that the rapidly ageing and declining population has also 
been an additional challenge in the continuation of social activities in Aso 
(Aso Shakyō 2022). A local resident showed us pictures of yearly and monthly 
gatherings held in his village, clubs dedicated to flower growing and other ac-
tivities where there were only elderly participants. While some participants 
are in their 30s and 40s, and there is one event specifically targeting children, 
there were no events held for younger people in general in his village (Inter-
viewee A 2022). 

To conclude our case study, we found that the pandemic has had an im-
pact on social cohesion and community strength. This occurred due to the 
cancellation of events and festivals along with the limitation of opportunities 
to exchange socially with fellow locals. Both aspects are important in gener-
ating a sense of community. Furthermore, “locals working together means 
they can freely enjoy the fun of collective work” (NPO A 2022). Local work, 
such as ward cleaning or noyaki, increases the enjoyment of community life. 
We found that in terms of religious activities, there are certain aspects that 
simply must be held and that these took place as best as possible in accor-
dance with rules and restrictions. On the other hand, aspects performed for 
the community were often cancelled. This separation can be described by the 
Japanese terms shinji and shinshingyōji. It appears that natural disasters and 
the pandemic are perceived differently, although both caused great economic 
and social damage.

Reflections on the research project
The Aso 2022 Winter Field School was divided by topic into four smaller 
groups. We worked together on both levels, in the individual groups and as a 
whole. We supported each other and exchanged information: For example, if 
one of us came across an aspect that might be important for another group, 
we would mark, send or point it out to them. We participated in the group in-
terviews together and coordinated who and what we would ask. We respected 
each other’s focal areas and deferred the spotlight when another group had 
more important questions to ask. 

Group meetings and workshops helped us focus on our work and develop 
our teamwork skills. In our personal experience, the option to go to the class-
room physically boosted our experience and gave us a stronger feeling of be-
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ing involved. Being there, we could also ask our research project leaders for 
advice and input. Their knowledge and insight helped us on many occasions.

We shared all responsibilities within our team, with everyone involved in 
all steps of the process. We divided the workload equally and were in constant 
communication with each other. All of us attended all interviews and each 
of us asked questions. We transcribed equal amounts of the interviews and 
coded them as a group. Organisational meetings helped us stay on track and 
maintain an overview of the project. 

Although access to the field was limited to our device screens, we were 
also aware that hybrid research is very likely to become an important method 
in the future. The experience therefore provided us with a necessary basis 
for future academic work. Naturally, not being able to communicate directly 
with the locals influenced our collected data. Though this was a limitation, we 
would not otherwise have been able to collect any data at all. Thus, hybrid on-
line research actually decreased the distance between us as researchers and 
our subjects in Aso. One drawback of online research is the way it filters. Not 
all people in Aso can be reached online or by the people that gener ously as-
sisted our research team on site. This meant that members of the local com-
munity that may have been crucial in answering our research questions were 
excluded. 

We had to heavily rely on connections established before the project took 
place, not only in terms of finding residents willing to participate in inter-
views, but also in order to get an understanding of the local area. We were 
lucky to have locals willing to carry around a smartphone outside during a 
video call so that we could see some of the landscape. We feel that remote 
online research is arguably only effectively possible with strong connections 
like these in place, while traditional fieldwork might also be accomplished 
by establishing connections after entering the field. On the other hand, on-
line research, when done correctly, offers an opportunity to students and re-
searchers alike to access a wider variety of research topics by reducing and 
removing restrictions like being physically in the field. 

During our project, we learned that both the traditional methods and re-
mote online research have their merits. As such, careful consideration should 
be put into the questions of what and how one wants to research, and into 
weighing whether said topic can be researched remotely (or if it may even be 
better to research remotely) or if the project would strongly profit from a di-
rect, physical approach. We look forward to utilising both approaches in our 
future work! 
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The potential of remote areas:
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the disaster-prone tourism sector of 
the Aso region in Japan

The tourism sector was one of the hardest hit sectors in Japan during the ongo-
ing COVID-19 pandemic (OECD 2020). This was especially true for Kumamoto 
prefecture’s rural Aso region, where tourism is one of the main contributors 
to its economy and employment (Kubo 2021, 24). The region, which is situat-
ed within the circumference of a still active volcanic caldera, is prone to nat-
ural disasters, but its tourism sector has a proven track record of resilience in 
the face of such events. Results of an online survey that we conducted show 
that the local tourism industry considers itself proficient in coping with the 
aftermath of conventional natural disasters such as earthquakes and floods. 
This raises the question of whether or not this resilience also applies to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

This paper therefore aims to analyse the similarities and differences in at-
titudes and approaches when dealing with natural disasters and the COVID-19 
pandemic in the tourism sector of the Aso region. To achieve this, our team 
opted for a sequential mixed-methods approach. First, we conducted an on-
line survey with 18 representatives of the tourism industry of the Aso region 
in order to gauge the state of the sector during natural disasters and the pan-
demic. To deepen our understanding of these findings, we then conducted 
three qualitative interviews with representatives on the forefront of the tour-
ism sector in the region. 

In the first section we examine the current existing academic literature 
which helped to provide the initial framework for this paper. The two following 
sections lay out the methods we employed to gather and analyse the data, and 
include our key findings. The paper concludes with an attempt to put our find-
ings in perspective, as well as a reflection on the online research project itself. 
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Literature review
In terms of research on disaster-prone areas, especially with a focus on 
Kumamoto prefecture, tourism is seen as particularly important during 
the long-term recovery phase, as it contributes to disseminating informa-
tion to tourists and gaining knowledge regarding natural disaster manage-
ment (Chan et al. 2019, 1880–1). The findings of the 2018 study conducted by 
Chan et al. using twelve informants and stakeholders in the tourism sector in 
Kumamoto prefecture suggest that critical events such as earthquakes bring 
people in the local community together and therefore strengthen resilience. 
The study’s findings laid the groundwork for our research question to inves-
tigate whether this resilience was also applicable in the current COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Tourism in Japan in the time of COVID-19 has already received consid-
erable attention from researchers. Nguyen (2020) looks at the development 
of Japanese inbound tourism, which exhibited rapid growth prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic but declined dramatically as the crisis took hold in ear-
ly 2020. Natural disasters have a significant negative effect on tourism in Ja-
pan both in the short term and during the post-disaster phase and therefore 
measures need to be taken to mitigate their impact (Nguyen 2020, 1). The 
same is true for the situations we are witnessing now with COVID-19. Accord-
ing to Nguyen, tourism infrastructure must be improved, information must 
be made available and safety measures must be prioritised in order to revive 
tourism (Nguyen 2020, 19–20). Based on Nguyen’s findings, we examined and 
compared answers put forward by local experts and representatives of the 
tourism sector in Aso.

One such expert is the Aso-based Takayuki Kubo, who has worked ex-
tensively on the topic of tourism in Aso and his vision for the region’s “post- 
corona era”, in which he offers various suggestions for addressing the 
COVID-19 crisis. Kubo notes that economic gain is not necessarily the highest 
priority for local people in Aso, as he believes they place more importance 
on living a life that is true to themselves and enriches their well-being in the 
broadest sense. He goes on to share his recommendations for how tourism 
and thus the economy in Aso could be revitalised. These include rebrand-
ing the tourism industry, expanding services to include non-spatially-limited 
products and services, and increasing experience opportunities (Kubo 2021, 
24–7; Kubo 2020, 72–5). 

Based on these observations, we decided to investigate the state of the 
tourism sector during the pandemic and compare it with common natural 
disasters by conducting a quantitative survey. To further expand on the re-
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sults, as well as to dig deeper into Kubo’s aforementioned vision for the tour-
ism sector, we decided to conduct qualitative interviews with representatives 
of the industry in Aso, including an interview with Kubo himself.

Quantitative results 
The main foundation for our research was a study we had previously conduct-
ed on the similarities and differences in attitudes and approaches towards 
dealing with natural disasters and the COVID-19 pandemic in the tourism 
sector in the Aso region. In mid 2021 we had carried out a survey via Google 
Forms, in which 18 representatives from the tourism sector in the Aso re-
gion had participated, ranging from representatives of hotels and restaurants 
to travel agencies. The tourism-and-crisis-themed questionnaire was divided 
into four sections with a total of 28 questions in Japanese about natural disas-
ters and the pandemic. The majority of the questions were scalar-scored ma-
trix questions, with a few open-ended questions for further elaboration. The 
survey provided our team with some initial insights into whether the region’s 
tourism industry expertise, with its long-proven and successful track record 
of handling natural disasters, would be of use in dealing with the COVID-19 
pandemic. The answers also helped us gauge the state of the tourism sector 
during the pandemic. 

However, the results clearly showed that the experience and strategies 
acquired in the aftermath of natural disasters were not viewed as applicable 
to the industry in reviving tourism, and that the pandemic was seen as signif-
icantly more devastating than natural disasters. While respondents strongly 
felt that natural disasters were better managed in the Aso region than else-
where in Japan, this confidence was not evident in the management of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (see fig. 1).   

One of the main reasons for this difference was the level of aid and relief 
provided by the state. While the tourism industry appeared relatively satisfied 
with governmental aid and support after the Kumamoto earthquakes in 2016, 
satisfaction was significantly lower in regard to the COVID-19 pandemic. Fur-
thermore, the challenges posed by the pandemic were judged to be much 
greater than in the case of conventional natural disasters, with respondents 
noting the unforeseeable length of the pandemic in contrast with the more 
predictable timeframes of natural disasters. This uncertainty, which was of-
ten mentioned in the open-ended questions, and the financial expense in-
volved in adapting to constantly changing conditions clearly contributed to 
the comparatively pessimistic outlook. Overall, sentiment surrounding the 
current and future prospects of the tourism industry in the Aso region was 
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considerably more negative following the pandemic than after natural disas-
ters such as the Kumamoto earthquakes in 2016.

In summary, our survey showed that although respondents regarded Aso 
as better at coping with natural disasters than other regions, this confidence 
did not extend to dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. This negative attitude 
in the tourism industry appeared to stem from the conviction that the impact 
of the pandemic would damage tourism in the Aso region more severely than 
previous natural disasters. Results from the survey show that the tourism in-
dustry is unlikely to be able to restore the status quo in the same way as after 
natural disasters, but instead will have to adjust to a new reality shaped by the 
uncertainty surrounding the length and impact of the pandemic. To further 
expand on that notion, our team conducted three interviews with represent-
atives of the tourism industry in the Aso region.

Qualitative results
These three interviews were carried out by our team during the course of 
the University of Vienna’s Aso Winter Field School in February 2022 and they 
provided valuable insights for our research topic. First and foremost, an in-
terview an interview with Takayuki Kubo, the head of the Minamiaso Tour-
ism Association, provided information about the inner workings and newly 
adopted strategies of the tourism industry for countering the effects of the 

Fig. 1. Differences between natural disasters and COVID-19
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pandemic. Another interview with a representative of the Aso City Tourism 
Branch supplied us with reliable data on tourist numbers before and after the 
pandemic, as well as explanations about the differences between natural dis-
asters and the pandemic. In addition, a highly insightful interview with the 
operator of a rental bicycle shop in the region provided us with a perspec-
tive from one of the stronger “survivors” of the pandemic. Thematical Anal-
ysis using the MAXQDA programme was used to code all the interviews. The 
coding process revealed the following categories: characteristics of tourism, 
impact of the pandemic, differences between disasters, measures for coping 
and visions for the post-corona era. 

We will begin with an overview of the characteristics of tourism in the 
Aso region and the impact of the pandemic on tourism. According to data 
provided by the Aso City Tourism Branch, there was a dramatic decline in 
tourist numbers from 606,611 people per year in 2019 before the start of the 
pandemic to 226,450 per year during the pandemic in 2021, a decrease of two 
thirds in the total number of tourists. Within this, the decline in internation-
al tourists was even more marked, dropping from 156,936 in 2019 to a mere 
15,031 in 2021, reflecting Japan’s restrictive entry policy for foreign visitors 
since the start of the pandemic. Consequently, all tourism-related busi nesses 
ranging from hotels and restaurants to transport-related operations such as 
taxis and buses have been hit hard by the pandemic. The impact has even 
been felt by the region’s culturally important agriculture businesses, due to 
the greatly reduced demand for food for tourists. However, against this back-
drop of decline, one group of tourists maintained relatively high numbers 
despite the pandemic. These were the local day-trippers, who were mostly 
making their way to Aso from the neighbouring metropolitan areas of Ku-
mamoto city and Fukuoka city. On this point, all our sources concluded that 
Aso’s remote and spacious geographical features enabled the region to bene-
fit from sustained tourism by day visitors who frequently returned to the re-
gion during the pandemic. 

One of our most interesting insights concerned the differences between 
natural disasters and the pandemic. Given that the Aso region had shown re-
silience in the face of unforeseen events, one of our guiding questions during 
our interviews was whether the tourism industry’s crisis-proven track record 
in the face of various natural disasters would provide confidence for coping 
with the pandemic. Despite glimpses of fighting spirit in our interviews, over-
all sentiment appeared much bleaker than in the case of natural disasters. 
The rental bicycle shop owner compared the effects of the pandemic to those 
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of an anaphylactic shock and described how after a natural disaster people 
would come together and link hands in their fight against a clearly visible 
“enemy”, whereas with COVID-19 the enemy is virtually invisible and the peo-
ple and tourists themselves are the “problem”. He remarked that “natural dis-
asters are a battle between humans and earthquakes. Pandemics are a battle 
of people against people” (Interview with rental bicycle shop operator). An-
other apt comparison was made by Kubo, who concluded that natural dis-
asters affect the “hard” tangible things, e.g., the infrastructure, whereas the 
pandemic affects the “soft” intangible things, and thus countermeasures are 
more difficult to implement. His comments are worth quoting in full:

During a pandemic, for example, it’s necessary to ask guests to disinfect, wear a mask 

and take other pandemic-specific measures. However much effort the hotel makes, 

you’re usually not going to see good results unless the guests cooperate. So, in that 

sense, I think measures against the pandemic are more difficult. Preparation for earth-

quakes and natural disasters is more about the tangible side of things (hādomen ハー
ド面) like buildings, whereas pandemics are more about intangible things (sofutomen

ソフト面), such as being careful about how you communicate with customers. That’s 
why it’s really difficult—and was really difficult—because it’s not just the management 

but all the staff who have to work together, and the customers have to be involved too. 

(Interview with Kubo 2022)

It was also noted that a change in mentality is needed to effectively soften 
the blow of the pandemic. Aso’s main strength in regard to the pandemic lies 
in its remote and spacious geographical location. Therefore, the tourism in-
dustry in Aso is trying to reinvent itself and steer away from its previous em-
phasis on mass tourism. Kubo used the term himitsu ryokō, literally “secret 
travel”, to describe this new concept with its focus on experiencing the great 
outdoors and intimate experiences, such as hotels in the region catering for 
room service rather than guests eating meals in the hotel restaurants. Kubo’s 
vision was also shared by the representative of the Aso City Tourism Branch, 
who foresees a major shift in strategy for the region away from “group tour-
ism” to “individual tourism”, noting that camping provision might become 
more lucrative in the future. This shift was also recognised by the rental bicy-
cle shop operator, who has succeeded in maintaining his business activities 
during the pandemic.

In summary, the Aso region has been severely affected by rapidly de-
creasing tourist numbers since the start of the pandemic, which have nega-
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tively impacted numerous businesses in the area. Generally speaking, strat-
egies implemented to deal with natural disasters have not been applicable to 
the pandemic and knowledge gained from the former does not appear to have 
translated well to the current situation. Nonetheless, the region is trying to 
reposition itself as a safe travel destination where people can experience the 
great outdoors and the intimacy of non-group travel.

Concluding remarks
The tourism sector in the Aso region has been severely affected by the dra-
matic decline in tourist numbers caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Since 
the pandemic, tourist numbers have fallen to an unprecedented extent, even 
when compared to previous natural disasters. The representative of the Aso 
Tourism Association describes the tourism industry as a joy-related industry 
that fills the area with smiling faces. Naturally, the prolonged absence of such 
joyful faces has seriously dented sentiment in the sector. The pandemic pos-
es a threat to numerous tourism-related businesses in the Aso region, even 
threatening agriculture-related industries. This reflects the state of many 
other regions worldwide (OECD 2020). 

Since regional rather than urban tourism may become more attractive 
to tourists in the face of COVID-19 health concerns, it is likely that spacious 
and less densely populated areas will become popular tourist destinations 
during a pandemic (Nguyen 2020, 19). Hence, shifting the focus towards re-
gional tourism could well prove to be a sensible strategy during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In line with such views in the literature regarding meas-
ures to counter the effect of the pandemic on tourism in Japan, the Aso region 
is trying to take innovative steps to reposition itself as a more private, out-
door-oriented and safe travel destination. These were insights we were able 
to garner from representatives of the tourism sector in Aso, including the Aso 
City Tourism Branch, the Minamiaso Tourism Association and local business 
operators. 

We were also able to expand and elaborate on preceding research con-
cerning tourism in disaster-prone areas such as Aso (Chan et al. 2019) by con-
textualising the expertise, knowledge and mindset that had been acquired 
within the current COVID-19 pandemic. As Chan et al. explains, a good host-
guest relationship is vital for creating trust, value and the social capacity to 
encounter future crises, and this was also a key factor cited by Kubo in rela-
tion to the pandemic. We were able to assess that the tourism industry in Aso 
is highly confident in its handling of natural disasters compared to other re-
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gions. However, our quantitative and qualitative results clearly show that the 
experience acquired from natural disasters has not proved applicable to the 
current pandemic, which is viewed as a significantly more serious challenge 
by the sector. The difference was aptly summed up by one respondent who 
described natural disasters as damaging the “hard”, tangible infrastructure of 
society, whereas COVID-19 affects the “soft” intangible side of things. 

As for the limitations of this paper, it must be stated that our research fo-
cused solely on the tourism sector’s perspective on the subject matter. To fully 
evaluate the possible success of the countermeasures, other variables such as 
the demographic of the local population with its high proportion of elderly 
people should also be taken into account. In this regard, our interviews in-
dicated that there was relatively strong opposition against incoming tourists 
within the elderly local community at the start of the pandemic but that this 
began to fade as the roll-out of the vaccine progressed throughout the Aso 
region. A second point to note concerning the limited scope of our research 
project is that survivorship bias must be taken into account in our qualitative 
research, as it was mostly business operators and people doing relatively well 
during the pandemic who were eager to take questions from us.

That said, our research hopes to contribute at least a few ideas and sug-
gestions on how to counteract the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the tourism sector. The sustainability of disaster-prone destinations is de-
termined by taking a long-term perspective. Material and tangible prepara-
tions along with the more intangible relationships and spirit are all important 
(Jiang / Ritchie 2017). In this study, the Kumamoto tourism stakeholders have 
embraced all three pillars of sustainability in tourism recovery, e.g., recharg-
ing economic momentum after the disaster, the importance of the socio-cul-
tural host-guest relationship and local spirit, and the conservation of land-
scapes and resources for new opportunities of product development.

Reflections on the project
As a team fairly new to fieldwork, we were all eager to conduct our research 
in Japan. The virtual field trip, however, proved not only interesting and ex-
citing, but also informative. We were able to gather an abundance of informa-
tion regarding our research topic, as shown in the main part of this text. The 
fact that we were able to work hand in hand with the whole research group 
and the head of the group, with everyone helping each other out, had a sig-
nificant impact on our personal motivation and the positive group dynamic. 
This project was an excellent way to experience fieldwork, whether as a be-
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ginner learning the ropes or as a veteran trying out new and innovative ap-
proaches. 

Because of our specific focus on tourism in the Aso region, our research 
did not have many points of overlap with the other teams. The main focus of 
our interviews was the gathering of information, and thus our most impor-
tant interviews were conducted without the rest of the group. Apart from tak-
ing notes, our main responsibility was to ask further questions and go into 
more detail, which made it easier for us to understand the essence of our re-
spondents’ answers when transcribing and analysing them afterwards. After 
the field trip, our responsibilities changed to analysing and filtering our re-
sults; this was carried out mostly in our team, but it also included sharing our 
insights with the whole group.

The pandemic affected us personally as well as tourism in Japan. It was 
the reason we had to remain in Austria and were limited to our virtual de-
vices for this trip. Despite this, we were able to achieve significant results. 
The fact that the modern world is making rapid technological advances and 
many institutions and individuals can contact each other virtually enabled us 
to schedule at least one interview per day. Most interviewees had access to a 
camera or webcam, so we were able to see and interpret non-verbal reactions 
such as facial expressions during our virtual interviews.  

On the other hand, it sometimes proved difficult to “read” the virtual room 
and we may have missed things that would have been apparent in face-to-face 
meetings. There were also occasional technical difficulties and we had the ad-
ditional problem of different time zones when scheduling interviews. Despite 
these downsides, there is no doubt in our minds that the path we were forced 
to take during our online field trip worked well and provided us with all the 
necessary information for our research question.  
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The promotion of migration through 
the local Chiiki okoshi kyōryokutai in 
Minamiaso
The ageing population and depopulation of rural areas are major problems in 
modern-day Japan (see Matanle et al. 2011; Lützeler et al. 2020). As a counter-
measure to the growing issue of “underpopulated areas” (kaso chiiki), includ-
ing areas with a certain degree of depopulation that are classified as under-
populated by the government, the state has implemented the Chiiki okoshi 
kyōryokutai (COKT—Regional Revitalization Cooperation Programme) vol-
unteer programme for community revitalisation (Sōmushō 2022a). Financial 
support is provided by the government, the exact amount of which is decided 
by the degree of depopulation and the percentage of ageing population in the 
area (Sōmushō 2020). COKT sponsors the projects of predominantly young 
people who wish to work towards the revitalisation of a region, to experi-
ence life in a rural area, and to work in various areas throughout Japan. Our 
focus here is on COKT activities in one community of the Aso region, name-
ly Minami aso in Kumamoto Prefecture. Minamiaso is classified as kaso chiiki 
(Ippan shadan hōjin zenkoku kaso chiiki renmei n.d.) with an ageing rate of 
43% (Minamiaso-mura 2022b).

In this paper, we explore the online promotion of Minamiaso by the local 
COKT, juxtaposing the advertised content with the pull factors mentioned by 
migrants to the region. We focus on the following questions: How does the 
local COKT promote migration to the Aso region online and how are the ex-
periences of migrants in Minamiaso portrayed? Which aspects of the region 
are presented as important pull factors? In addition to the 13 videos on the 
YouTube channel of Nan!!GOStation (南GO!!Station), run by members of the 
Minamiaso COKT, we also took part in one of their public events and conduct-
ed an interview with current COKT members. The data from those interviews 
and videos was analysed using Thematic Analysis by Braun and Clarke (2022) 
and categorised into four themes: “looking for fresh water and abundant na-
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ture”, “breaking free from hectic city life”, “entering the local community”, 
and “getting used to Minamiaso’s downsides”. 

We will start by elaborating the current research progress on the revitali-
sation of rural areas and explaining our research interest. We will then pres-
ent the results of our analysis and, lastly, will describe the relevance of our 
study for current research on this topic.

Literature review
Previous qualitative research on the topic of urban-rural migration high-
lights economic factors (Tanigaki 2018) and concepts such as “nature”, “ac-
commodation” and “food” (for the case of the town of Hokuto in Yamanashi 
prefecture, see Takahashi et al. 2021). The various individual reasons for 
rural migration (e.g., I-turner and U-turner1) have been covered by qualita-
tive research in the area of lifestyle migration (Klien 2020), which has also 
been studied from various perspectives (Benson 2009; Benson 2014; Benson / 
O’Reilly 2009; Benson / Osbaldiston 2016). Lifestyle migration is a relatively 
new phenomenon and is defined as the permanent or temporary emigration 
of relatively wealthy people to a rural area in search of a higher quality of 
life (Benson / O’Reilly 2009, 609), thus leading to a significant change in life-
style (Benson / O’Reilly 2009, 616). Although the search for a higher quality of 
life is part of other types of migration as well (e.g., refugees), in this specific 
type of migration the search is connoted as a preference for a certain lifestyle 
(Benson / O’Reilly 2009, 620).

Other authors use qualitative questionnaire surveys to better understand 
the effects of migration, for example, regarding the socio-economic circum-
stances of I-turners who move to a rural area (Obikwelu et al. 2017). Litera-
ture is also available on the socio-economic challenges of rural Japan, caused 
by the decline in population in peripheral regions that focus on asset-based 
development instead of local efforts from within the region (Feldhoff 2012). 
Research on the connection between demographic decline and migration in 
general has also been done (Ishikawa 2011). Case studies focusing on the role 
of michi no eki—roadside stations—in Suzu, Ishikawa prefecture in revitalising 
rural Japan help us understand revitalisation in general (Murakami / Oyabu 
2016). Matsumoto, Shinohara and Sawaki (2014) contend that mostly young 
people are expected to help with local event organisation and the develop-
ment and promotion of local products. However, the inhabitants of these are-
as seem unable to share their visions for revitalisation, making collaborative 

1 The term I-turner refers to migrants with little to no prior connection to the area seeking a new way of living, while U-turners are 
migrants returning to an area in which they have lived before (Miserka 2018, 22–3). 
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work difficult. Shishido (2015) examines how the COKT programme is organ-
ised and implemented by local governing bodies. This study sheds light onto 
problems within the programme, such as termination of contracts and men-
tal health problems among members, while a study of migration to Taketa, 
in Ōita prefecture, gives us more insight into the organisation’s connections 
with different actors involved in the revitalisation strategies of the COKT pro-
gramme (Reiher 2020). 

Existing literature on migration to the Aso region provides a strong frame-
work for our study: Miserka (2018, 2020) uses quantitative and qualitative re-
search methods to explore the factors that have contributed to the decision 
of interviewees to migrate to the area, and why they view the region as being 
an attractive area worth moving to (Miserka 2020, 7). Connectedness to na-
ture, strong social structures, contrast to the fast life of cities and high-quality 
water resources are among the strong pull-factors that counteract any infra-
structure lacking in the region (Miserka 2020, 26–7).

Our main aim in the following pages is to explore how the local COKT 
chapter in Minamiaso promotes migration to the region using online re-
sources, and thus contribute to research on revitalisation measures in rural 
Japan. As suggested by the abovementioned literature, migration as a phe-
nomenon in Japanese society today is a well-researched topic. Therefore, we 
explicitly focus on the work of one actor (COKT) and their portrayal of migra-
tion to a certain region as part of their agenda, to draw conclusions regarding 
this promotion and reality.

Analysis
The COKT programme is funded by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Com-
munications and intended as a measure to counteract Japan’s ageing and de-
creasing population in rural areas. According to the official budget for the 
Regional Support Division (Chiikichikara sōzō gurūpu) of the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Communications, the programme received a budget of 
500 million yen in 2022 (Sōmushō 2022b). The budget of the municipality 
of Minamiaso also included funding for COKT activities amounting to a lit-
tle more than 20 million yen, which is divided among the different projects 
(Minamiaso-mura sōmuka 2022). Based on interviews with COKT members, 
Figure 1 demonstrates how the different actors are connected and influence 
the COKT’s work on migration.

The COKT chapter receives government funding for working on local 
projects assigned by the local government (yakuba). Each chapter has a hi-
erarchical structure consisting of a leader (kachō) and members using a 
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senpai-kōhai relationship system. Although its members migrate to the rural 
area in question, COKT members have mentioned not working closely with 
locals, and except for the yearly presentations (happyōkai), which we attend-
ed online in February 2022, they rarely have (official) contact with the local 
com munity. (Potential) migrants, in contrast, receive guidance and counsel-
ling from COKT members when moving to Minamiaso, and members of the 
local COKT have also stated that helping the region through their projects in 
various activities to promote migration to and settlement in the Aso region 
(ijū teijū katsudō) is of great importance to the members.

The Nan!!GOStation YouTube channel presents 12 interviews with mi-
grants (Tab. 1, see Appendix), most about three to five minutes long. We cat-
egorised the experiences of those interviewed and the data gathered from an 
interview conducted with current COKT members into four main themes that 
are prevalent for the local COKT in their promotion of migration.2 

Looking for fresh water and abundant nature: The first theme we iden-
tified is a focus on the clean water and abundant nature around Minamiaso, 
which is highly present in the COKT’s online activities. All those interviewed 
and all migrants shown in the YouTube videos emphasise and prioritise these 
characteristics when asked about their reason(s) for moving to the Aso region. 
Minamiaso’s natural surroundings and weather conditions are described as 
beneficial for agriculture and tourism, the main sectors in which the present-
ed migrants work. While some people mentioned that they actively decided 
2 From here on, the term “migrants” refers to migrants interviewed and presented by COKT online. 

Fig. 1: Actors in the promotion of migration by the COKT in Minamiaso
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to move to Minamiaso with the aim of founding a new career in agriculture, 
most said that spending time in nature in Minamiaso or taking up gardening 
as a new hobby has been a great advantage. On the COKT’s website dedicated 
to migration and in the YouTube videos, these two characteristics are used to 
visually represent the region. Minamiaso refers to itself as the “birthplace of 
water”, a slogan that the COKT takes up in their work, describing Minamiaso 
as follows on their website:

Live every day enjoying Aso. This is the birthplace of water. Here we have a beautiful 

landscape overlooking Mount Aso, onsen with a variety of qualities, springs such as 

Shirakawa Suigen, a natural environment recognised as a World Agricultural Heritage 

site, and agricultural produce grown in the abundant spring water … Minamiaso is a 

home for everyone, where people and nature coexist. (Teijū Sokushinka 2022)

Photos of scenery and water are used to paint a picture of a calm and relax-
ing environment conducive to growth and personal fulfilment, and remind 
readers of a recreational place. Life in the Aso region is presented as a never- 
ending vacation—a lifestyle that can be achieved by settling there.

Breaking free from hectic city life: Personal fulfilment is not only a main 
theme in the visual representation of the Aso region, but also a dominant 
thread when migrants tell of their experiences. One migrant describes these 
experiences as follows:

When I lived in the city, I mainly travelled by car, but I felt stressed by traffic jams and 

crowds. Since I came here, first of all, there are no traffic jams and no crowds. It’s a 

spacious place, so it’s more pleasant. (Video 8 2021)

Lifestyle migration, as it is called by Benson and O’Reilly (2009), appears to 
be a driving cause of migration to the Aso region. Numerous migrants men-
tion choosing Minamiaso in search of a quiet life for themselves and/or their 
children. The COKT reacts to this desire by using imagery presenting the re-
gion as a place of serenity on their website and YouTube videos. The website 
promotes this lifestyle by romanticising rural life. Each video starts with an 
introduction briefly presenting the migrant being interviewed along with a 
schedule roughly outlining how the migrant spends their (ideal) day. Images 
additionally underline the rural lifestyle, which consists of more traditional 
and/or innovative work that benefits the region, and allows the target audi-
ence to gain an understanding of the region and its inhabitants’ seemingly 
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simple yet enriching lifestyle. After settling in Minamiaso, these migrants see 
their life as being slower paced and more down-to-earth than it was in the 
city.

Entering the local community: After showcasing the characteristics of 
the Aso region and the apparently idyllic lifestyle that is portrayed as prevail-
ing throughout, the COKT rounds off its presentation of Minamiaso by show-
casing the contributions of new members to the local community as a sup-
port system for the region. Many interviews underline how warm and wel-
coming the locals in Minamiaso are towards migrants. From taking care of 
children to sharing homegrown vegetables with their neighbours, Minamiaso 
is shown as having a close-knit local community that easily welcomes new ar-
rivals, implying that migrants must actively seek out the local community by 
joining activities such as local sports clubs or the firefighter brigade. Once 
a part of the local community, one can count on strong support and guid-
ance by locals. This creates the image of one big family who helps each other 
out. Visually, this is underlined in the official video promoting migration to 
Minamiaso with footage of children playing together, people eating together, 
and the joint pursuit of cultural activities such as taiko or noyaki. The local 
community is presented as a support system with a seemingly long tradition 
and members from different age groups, therefore evoking associations with 
a family.

Getting used to Minamiaso’s downsides: The COKT’s portrayal acknowl-
edges the downsides of life in Minamiaso but puts them into perspective. All 
interviewed migrants seem to agree that Minamiaso has no disadvantages 
that are impossible to become accustomed to, with the cold winter climate 
being the greatest disadvantage for many people. While some migrants state 
that the weak infrastructure may pose a problem for its inhabitants now and 
in the future, they are convinced that they can either get used to such demer-
its (e.g., kuruma shakai, “car society”) or that the advantages prevail, over-
shadowing the region’s downsides. The YouTube videos bring up one, usually 
rather general, negative aspect (such as the cold winter weather) before im-
mediately moving on to talk about Minamiaso’s advantages. This leaves no 
room to contemplate the downsides and underscores the idealistic and idyllic 
representation of the region. Furthermore, the COKT does acknowledge as-
pects such as the ageing population (kōreika) in Minamiaso, instead present-
ing it as a matter of fact that does not need to be further elaborated on. By 
doing so, the issue is presented as unchangeable and irrelevant for the pro-
motion of the positive aspects of life in Minamiaso.
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Discussion
The local COKT adopts an approach based on how other actors portray Mi-
namiaso. While water and nature are themes present in all media related to 
the Aso region, the COKT adds to it by telling a story of a strong community, 
welcoming to migrants and resembling a family, that forms the basis of life 
in Minamiaso. The COKT herewith conveys and sells a lifestyle unique to the 
region that is also present in various actors’ representations.

The pull factors we found are in line with Miserka’s (2020) results. This 
means that the COKT in Minamiaso draws on what other migrants consid-
er advantageous when settling in the Aso region, specifically water quali-
ty, abundant nature, and the opportunity to start a new life and/or lifestyle. 
While the migrants in Miserka’s study have a more self-aware approach to 
life in Aso, the COKT presents only migrants who are fond of the place and 
can “get accustomed” to its downsides. It is little surprising that the COKT, 
an actor wishing to promote migration, focusses on positive aspects, but also 
worth noting that the pull factors are mostly in line with the experiences and 
motivations of migrants not presented by the COKT. 

The COKT takes a rather subtle approach in their promotion of migra-
tion that focusses on the portrayal of the region while scarcely elaborating 
on the act of migration. Making use of the region (e.g., the water, grasslands 
and volcano), which is a major touristic area well-known throughout Japan, 
the COKT has no need to invent new attractions. Rather, by emphasising the 
long existing ones, the region is able to shine in its own right, creating more 
subtle incentives to migrate to Minamiaso. When promoting migration, the 
COKT emphasises natural attractions that subtly create the desirable image 
of a tourist-like lifestyle. Human-made attractions, such as the statues of 
characters from the well-known manga and anime series One Piece, found 
throughout the region, are ignored in this type of promotion. This leads us to 
assume that the marketing efforts address the preconceived notion of an ide-
alised (pastoral) rural life, something that is also achieved by evoking emo-
tions and memories. Especially in the YouTube videos, migrants are often in-
terviewed in their own homes, with family members present, and then also 
outside in nature. Moreover, they compare migrating to Aso as the fulfilment 
of a long-desired dream or the return to one’s childhood memories. This por-
trayal draws on the motivations of lifestyle migrants as elaborated by Klien 
(2020), evoking a strong connection to rural life as “salvation” from the hec-
tic city life. This representation primarily targets young couples or married 
couples with small children (e.g., persons easily able to adapt to rural life) by 
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mainly featuring migrants that fit the target group. It should be mentioned, 
however, that the members of the COKT themselves do not necessarily fit into 
this group of potential migrants, as they, for instance, include people older 
than the migrants presented in the videos (Minamiaso-mura 2022a). This dis-
crepancy, among others, leads us to assume the creation of a social distance 
between the members of the COKT, local residents, and other migrants, de-
fining the organisation as a force from outside of the local community rather 
than as an internal effort.

These findings support the results of Reiher (2020), who concludes that 
due to its dependence on government funds, the COKT in Taketa has a limit-
ed capacity to mitigate the effects of Japan’s ageing society. In Minamiaso, the 
same appears to be the case. By targeting the specific group of people who 
can afford to take up this new rural lifestyle (e.g., rather young and wealthy 
couples) and by romanticising rural life and downplaying the practical issues 
of life in Minamiaso, it is more likely to have the effect of drawing people 
from wealthier and more educated social classes to rural areas. The average 
urban worker seems left out of the representation. This type of marketing 
aims at a small segment of potential migrants and offers no practical infor-
mation, as it never mentions infrastructure, job opportunities or social wel-
fare. Moreover, none of the migrants in the videos were drawn to the area by 
the efforts of the organisation. In order to counteract the problems in Japan’s 
rural areas, different measures must be taken in the future. While the COKT, 
one official programme, contributes to the solution, its impact is small, show-
ing that large-scale structural measures and a more impactful and inclusive 
publicity campaign will be necessary in the future to revitalise rural Japan.

Our work has shown that the COKT in Minamiaso promotes life in 
Minami aso to a specific target group and social class, which the COKT mem-
bers are also part of. Downsides of the region are mentioned only in passing 
and serious dangers (e.g., natural disasters) and practical issues (e.g., insuffi-
cient infrastructure) are downplayed and romanticised. Further, interperson-
al issues such as difficulties being accepted into a tight local community as a 
complete outsider are also left out. Therefore, as the discussion of the themes 
above suggests, we have found that the COKT acts within its own sphere, at-
tempting to attract like-minded (potential) lifestyle migrants.

Reflections
Although we first thought online research to be quite limiting, the process 
taught us a great deal about accessing information online and the degree of 
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flexibility needed when examining a region while physically being in anoth-
er country. Compared to other groups, we considered ourselves lucky to have 
a research interest that can be very well examined in the online sphere and 
for which it was not necessary to physically be in Japan. At the same time, 
however, we learned that some information is simply not accessible online 
without the right contacts. This meant that we had to be flexible and prepare 
well for our interview and event, as we did not have a way to easily contact our 
interviewees again in case of additional questions. 

In February 2022, when we were conducting most of our interviews, 
we also had a discussion about whether by conducting online research we 
were engaging in actual field research, which we would now like to contin-
ue. Instead of asking whether online field work can be considered “real”, it is 
more important to look at what we achieved. Regardless of the field, online 
research will always have more limitations compared to physically conduct-
ing research in the field. These are, however two entirely different methods, 
and thus lack comparability. Especially for our research interest, online re-
search worked well, as we had access to data and were able to meet online 
with COKT members due to prior contacts. In contrast to conventional field 
research in the physical sphere, online ethnographic research does also have 
some advantages, such as working from the comfortable position of one’s 
own home with little financial effort, being able to access online data in real 
time instead of having to wait for the next Wi-Fi connection and saving time 
by being able to multitask our engagement in the field with other relevant 
tasks during the research process. Therefore, we think that online research 
will slowly become a new method for conducting ethnographic research that 
has limitations, but also many strengths such as additional flexibility in the 
research process when applied to a fitting research interest. 

As student researchers, we gained a great deal of insight into how re-
search is conducted and about how to conduct ethnographic research in Jap-
anese studies. We were responsible for our projects, which means that we 
were able to work freely on what we planned, with our mentors providing 
guidance upon request. This allowed us the great responsibility of not only 
managing the research per se, but also of managing time and distributing the 
various tasks within our team. Before starting this project, we studied the 
Aso region and were given an introduction to the four topics of our group 
(local traditions, community-level social welfare, the local tourism industry, 
and migration), from which we chose one specific aspect for our own pro-
ject. After choosing the topic and forming a small research team, we began 
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the actual research process by ourselves. Great trust was given to us to finish 
this project despite having no previous experience in “real” research, as our 
group was made up of undergraduate students. While we sometimes strug-
gled with insecurities regarding academic research and writing, the auton-
omy also made us learn a great deal about what it means to be a researcher. 
Although we still have a long way to go, we are grateful to have had the oppor-
tunity to learn about the Aso region and to participate in this unique project.

Bibliography
Benson, Michaela. 2009. Lifestyle Migration: Expectations, Aspirations and Experiences. Farnham: 

Ashgate.
Benson, Michaela. 2014. Understanding Lifestyle Migration: Theoretical Approaches to Migration 

and the Quest for a Better Way of Life. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Benson, Michaela / O’Reilly, Karen. 2009. “Migration and the Search for a Better Way of Life: A 

Critical Exploration of Lifestyle Migration.” The Sociological Review 57, no. 4: 608–25. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2009.01864.x.

Benson, Michaela / Osbaldiston, Nick. 2016. “Toward a Critical Sociology of Lifestyle Migration: 
Reconceptualizing Migration and the Search for a Better Way of Life.” The Sociological 
Review 64: 407–23. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.12370.

Braun, Virginia / Clarke, Victoria. 2022. Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide. Los Angeles: 
Sage.

Feldhoff, Thomas. 2012. “Shrinking Communities in Japan: Community Ownership of Assets as 
a Development Potential for Rural Japan?” Urban Design International 18: 99–109. https://
doi.org/10.1057/udi.2012.26.

Ippan shadan hōjin zenkoku kaso chiiki renmei 一般社団法人全国過疎地域連盟. n.d. 
“Kumamoto-ken” 熊本県 [Kumamoto prefecture]. Accessed 11 June 2022. https://www.
kaso-net.or.jp/publics/index/69/.

Ishikawa, Yoshitaka. 2011. “Recent In-Migration to Peripheral Regions of Japan in the Context 
of Incipient National Population Decline.” In Imploding Populations in Japan and 
Germany, edited by Ralph Lützeler / Florian Coulmas, 421–42. Leiden: Brill.

Klien, Susanne. 2020. Urban Migrants in Rural Japan: Between Agency and Anomie in a Post-
growth Society. Albany: SUNY Press.

Lützeler, Ralph / Manzenreiter, Wolfram / Polak-Rottmann, Sebastian. 2020. „Introduction: 
Japan’s New Ruralities.” In Japan’s New Ruralities: Coping with Decline in the Periphery, 
edited by Wolfram Manzenreiter / Ralph Lützeler / Sebastian Polak-Rottmann, 1–12. 
Abingdon, Oxon: New York, NY: Routledge.

Matanle, Peter / Rausch, Anthony / The Shrinking Regions Research Group. 2011. Japan’s 
Shrinking Regions in the 21st Century: Contemporary Responses to Depopulation and 
Socioeconomic Decline. Amherst, NY: Cambria Press.

Matsumoto, Kunihiko / Shinohara, Naoto / Sawaki, Masanori. 2014. “The Research on the 
Japanese Governmental Program to Dispatch Urban Young People to Rural Areas in Terms 
of Stability.” Proceedings of International Symposium on City Planning 2014. Accessed 4 July 
2022. http://www.cpij.or.jp/com/iac/sympo/Proceedings2014/40-extended.pdf.

Minamiaso-mura 南阿蘇村. 2022a. “Kōhō Minamiaso” 広報みなみあそ [Public information 
on Minamiaso]. Accessed 16 February 2022. https://www.vill.minamiaso.lg.jp/
kiji0031719/3_1719_up_uqgqlma3.pdf.

Minamiaso-mura 南阿蘇村. 2022b. “Mura no jinkō oyobi setaizū ni tsuite” 村の人口及び世帯数
について [About population and number of households]. Accessed 5 July 2022. https://www.
vill.minamiaso.lg.jp/kiji003739/3_739_2900_up_qgu7gc61.pdf.

Minamiaso-mura sōmuka 南阿蘇村総務課. 2022. “Minamiasomura ippankaikeiyōsan” 南阿蘇
村一般会計予算書 [Minamiaso Village General Account Budget], Accessed 24 June 2022. 



141Rabia Deveci / Kaloyan Ivanov / Juliana Neuninger

https://www.vill.minamiaso.lg.jp/kiji0031805/index.html.
Miserka, Antonia. 2018. Die Anziehungskraft des ländlichen Japans auf alte und neue 

BewohnerInnen: eine Migrationsanalyse anhand zweier Fallbeispiele in der Region Aso 
in Kumamoto. Master’s thesis. Accessed 26 January 2022. https://utheses.univie.ac.at/
detail/47850#.

Miserka, Antonia. 2020. “The Role of Internal Migration in Sustaining Rural Communities in 
Japan: The Case of Aso City in Kumamoto.” Vienna Journal of East Asian Studies 12, no. 1: 
1–30. https://doi.org/10.2478/vjeas-2020-0001.

Murakami, Kayoko / Oyabu, Takashi. 2016. “An Analysis of How Roadside Stations, ‘Michi-no-
eki’, Function to Promote Local Revitalization: A Case Study in a Rural Area in Japan.” 
Journal of Global Tourism Research 1: 47–54. https://doi.org/10.37020/jgtr.1.1_47.

Reiher, Cornelia. 2020. “Embracing the Periphery: Urbanites’ Motivations to Relocate to Rural 
Japan.” In Japan’s New Ruralities: Coping with Decline in the Periphery, edited by Wolfram 
Manzenreiter / Ralph Lützeler / Sebastian Polak-Rottmann, 230–44. London: Routledge. 

Shishido, Yasuyo. 2015. “Chiikiokoshi kyōryokutai jigyō no sekkei oyobi unnyō jōkyō” 地域おこ
し協力隊事業の設計及び運用状況 [The Design and Use of “Chiiki-Okoshi Kyoryokutai” or 
the Institution of Support Stuff for Local Development]. Accessed 6 July 2022. https://www.
jstage.jst.go.jp/article/ncs/15/0/15_44/_pdf/-char/ja.

Sōmushō 総務省. 2020. “Kaso taisaku no gaiyō” 過疎対策の概要 [Overview of measures against 
depopulation]. Accessed 11 June 2022. https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_content/000694962.
pdf.

Sōmushō 総務省. 2022a. “Chiiki Okoshi Kyōryokutai” 地域おこし協力隊 [Local revitalisation 
group]. Accessed 28 October 2021. https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_sosiki/jichi_gyousei/c-
gyousei/02gyosei08_03000066.html.

Sōmushō 総務省. 2022b. “Chiikichikara sōzō gurūpu shisaku ni tsuite” 地域力創造グループ施
策について [About the policy for regional power creation groups]. Accessed 4 July 2022. 
https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_content/000744097.pdf.

Takahashi, Yasuo / Kubota, Hiroyuki / Shigeto, Sawako / Yoshida, Takahiro / Yamagata, Yoshiki. 
2021. “Diverse Values of Urban-to-Rural Migration: A Case Study of Hokuto City, Japan.“ 
Journal of Rural Studies 87: 292–9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2021.09.013. 

Tanigaki, Masayuki 谷垣雅之. 2018. “Sakumetsu kanōsei jichiitai e no ijūsha geikon ni kan 
suru teiryō bunsetsu” 消滅可能性自治体への移住者誘因に関する定量分析 (A Quantitative 
Analysis of Factors Affecting Migration to Disappearing Local Municipalities in Japan). 
Nōson keikakugaku kaishi 農村計画学会誌 [Journal of Rural Planning] 36, no. 4: 554–61.

Teijū Sokushinka 定住促進課. n.d. “Minamiaso de mainichi o asobō” 南阿蘇で毎日を遊ぼう 
[Enjoying every day in Minamiaso]. Accessed on 5 July 2022. https://minamiasoijyuu.jp/.

Obikwelu, Faith / Ikegami, Koichi / Tsuruta, Tadasu. 2017. “Factors of Urban-Rural Migration 
and Socio-Economic Condition of I-turn Migrants in Rural Japan.” Journal of Asian Rural 
Studies 1, no. 1: 70–80.

Appendix
No. Link Uploaded

1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p1xMxA9iWfQ 12 March 2018

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lTeml-QNic 01 May 2018

3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cH8MHMVHRs 28 May 2019

4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nfRT6GbcidE 10 October 2019

5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqvSN6JRxiE 14 February 2020

6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnxKiuPU_KI 4 March 2020

7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YVl5A1G5xuo 28 October 2020



142 The promotion of migration in Minamiaso 

No. Link Uploaded

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8iyHG8gEj9U 4 March 2021

9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WOVu2f9S-OY 9 March 2021

10 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QllFevHhGUo 30 March 2022

11 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWdhgTGvq7M 30 March 2022

12 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EhX_Po4DG_Q 31 March 2022

PR https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vMlN8jupFt4 2018

(last accessed 8 July 2022)(last accessed 8 July 2022)

Table 1: Overview of analysed YouTube videos
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Studying rural Japan with PhD students 
during a global pandemic: 
Experiences from the research project 
“Urban-rural migration and rural 
revitalisation in Japan”
I am a Berlin-based scholar studying rural Japan, local identities and the com-
plex relationship between national policies for rural revitalisation and local 
revitalisation practices. In my previous work, I have argued that since the 
central government often fails to acknowledge and address the needs of mu-
nicipalities, local actors creatively appropriate various programmes and poli-
cies according to their own needs. At the same time, local actors’ visions and 
practices of rural revitalisation are strongly constrained by ideas of rurali-
ty and rural development inherent in government programmes and funding 
schemes. Because the Japanese government’s funding programmes often fo-
cus on one or two cultural or historical traits of rural communities, many mu-
nicipalities in rural Japan reduce their communities to a somewhat narrow 
and exclusive local identity. In one town I studied, this contributed to closed 
social structures, which made it difficult for newcomers to participate in local 
community activities and to contribute their skills and knowledge to revitali-
sation efforts. This prevented migrants from playing a role in rural revitalisa-
tion (Reiher 2010, 2014).

Later, when I worked on a project about food safety and conducted field-
work in several locations in urban and rural Japan (e.g., Reiher 2012, 2016, 
2017), I came across many farmers who were newcomers to the countryside. 
I also realised that some local governments put tremendous efforts into at-
tracting urbanites and explicitly linked in-migration to local revitalisation 
plans (Reiher 2020). The different practices with regard to local government 
support for in-migration in my different field sites inspired me to study rural 
revitalisation practices in Kyūshū from the perspective of urban-rural migra-
tion. I applied for funding for a research project on urban-rural migration 
and rural revitalisation in Japan to compare support for in-migration, local 
governments’ conceptualisations of urban-rural migration as part of their 
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revitalisation strategies and the experiences of urban-rural migrants in four 
municipalities in Kyūshū. 

I was pleased when the German Research Foundation (DFG) granted me 
funding for this research project in March 2020, but at this time Berlin was 
already in its first COVID-19 lockdown. Nevertheless, I hired two research as-
sistants, Cecilia Luzi from Italy and Ngo Tu Thanh (Frank) from Vietnam, to 
work on the project with me. We were lucky to get them to Berlin before bor-
ders were closed (again). In the beginning of October 2020, we were able to 
meet in person a few times, but joint lunches and on-site meetings came to an 
end in November when we had to work from home. A long period of online 
meetings and online classes began and continued until spring 2022. 

Drawing on experiences from this project, I will reflect on my collabora-
tion with PhD students in a joint research project on rural Japan heavily reli-
ant on fieldwork under the conditions of a global pandemic. After a short out-
line of our project, I will discuss three of the challenges we faced: Firstly, the 
challenge to prepare the team for fieldwork in Japan although it was uncer-
tain if and when this fieldwork would actually take place; secondly, the chal-
lenge to build a team remotely; and thirdly, the challenge to negotiate each 
team member’s role in the research project within the academic system in 
Germany against the backdrop of various translation issues. But rather than 
just retelling our experiences as a story of hardship, difficulties and uncer-
tainties—which is how it felt at times—I will also focus on the positive impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on our project, as it served to open up new per-
spectives and methodologies, enabled new spaces and occasions for mutual 
learning and enhanced collaboration in significant ways.

The research project “Urban-rural migration and rural 
revitalisation in Japan”
Internal migration flows worldwide are usually directed from rural to urban 
areas, pushing people out of the countryside towards cities. This is particular-
ly true for Japan, where rural areas have faced out-migration, deindustrialisa-
tion and population ageing for decades, resulting in rural development being 
discussed in rather pessimistic ways (Koyanagi 2016; Lützeler 2018; Manzen-
reiter / Lützeler / Polak-Rottmann 2020; Masuda 2014; Ōno 2008). Recently, 
however, publications both within and beyond academia that view rural de-
velopment more positively are booming in Japan (e.g., Hashimoto 2015; Klien 
2020; Sakuma et al. 2017; Yamanō 2018). This is partly due to an upturn in 
urban- rural migration. Contrary to the prevailing trend of people leaving ru-
ral areas for the city, an increasing number of people have become interested 
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in relocating from urban to rural areas and a growing number have actually 
made this move (Odagiri 2015; MLIT 2018). According to media coverage and 
organisations that promote and support urban-rural migration, this trend in-
creased even further during the COVID-19 pandemic (Furusato Kaiki Shien 
Sentā 2022; Motohashi / Matsuoka 2020; Tanahashi 2020). However, outmigra-
tion from the cities is still small in numerical terms and is not evenly distrib-
uted among Japan’s regions as peripheral prefectures receive fewer migrants 
than those closer to urban centres (Reiher 2022). 

Many scholars suggest that in-migration of educated and creative peo-
ple has a positive impact on rural revitalisation and thus on the future of ru-
ral communities in Japan (see Hatayama 2015; Kitano 2009; Koyanagi 2016; 
Odagiri 2015; Rausch 2008). However, there is little empirical evidence for 
this assumption. With a focus on Kyūshū, Japan’s most southern main is-
land, our research project aims to understand how urban-rural migration im-
pacts rural revitalisation by empirically studying the interlinkage between 
urban-rural migration and rural revitalisation with a focus on local practices, 
mobilities and national policies. We analyse how urban-rural migration chal-
lenges local social structures, power inequalities between centres and their 
peripheries, and central-local relations in Japan. In short, we investigate how 
mobilities contribute to the reconfiguration of rural spaces in Japan. 

Urban-rural migration is not unique to Japan. Retirees seeking relaxed sun-
set years and younger people striving for more sustainable lifestyles move to 
the countryside in many post-industrial societies (e.g., Baumann 2018; Benson / 
O’Reilly 2009; Brown et al. 2008; Bu 2017; Costello 2009; Stockdale et al. 2013). 
What is notable about Japan are the programmes and subsidies initiated by dif-
ferent stakeholders to attract people to move (or move back) to rural Japan and 
in turn to revitalise local economies and agriculture. We compare how munic-
ipalities of similar size in different prefectures in Kyūshū appropriate these 
programmes and study their impact on in-migration, in-migrants’ experiences 
and local rural revitalisation practices in the respective municipalities. In order 
to understand the different trajectories of urban-rural migration, we compare 
different types of urban-rural migration according to their initiation by central 
and local governments, civil society and business actors. While the literature 
on urban-rural migration in Japan has mainly focused on individual factors in-
fluencing relocation and urban-rural migrants’ experiences (Klien 2016, 2019, 
2020; Miserka 2019; Nakagawa 2018; Obikwelu et al. 2017; Rosenberger 2017), 
our project analyses both the individual experiences of urban-rural migrants 
and local revitalisation practices as well as central government’s rural develop-
ment policies and their local appropriation and implementation. 
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For comparison, we chose four municipalities in different prefectures 
in Kyūshū. The prefectures have all developed different visions for regional 
revitalisation and the promotion of in-migration. Therefore, the prefectural 
level will be one level of comparison that also impacts local governments’ 
agendas via funding schemes. As comparing four municipalities and mul-
ti-level governance based on qualitative data is an impossible endeavour for 
one researcher to accomplish in three years, I work with two doctoral re-
search assistants, each from a different academic background (anthropology 
and political science) and working on a distinct research project. They collect 
data in two different municipalities in Nagasaki and Fukuoka prefectures to 
complement my data. My own project focuses on individual experiences of 
in- migrants, local social and support structures, social dynamics and com-
munity institutions, as well as revitalisation policies in two municipalities in 
Saga and Ōita prefectures, and studies support schemes initiated by the local 
governments and both prefectural governments. Based on all the team mem-
bers’ data, I will analyse the complex web that exists between local discours-
es and practices and national policies and contexts in order to better under-
stand the relationship between urban-rural migration and rural revitalisation 
in Japan. 

Each of the two subprojects emanate from different perspectives. The 
first subproject analyses the nexus of urban-rural migration and rural revi-
talisation from the  perspective of Japan’s central and local governments and 
combines policy analysis with the study of local actors’ agency. The second 
subproject studies urban-rural migration from the bottom up and involves 
ethnographic research in two municipalities in Kyūshū. It explores newcom-
ers’ and return migrants’ everyday practices in their respective rural com-
munities and examines their integration into community activities and their 
contribution to rural revitalisation.

Fieldwork and method education against the backdrop of 
Japan’s travel ban
Both data collection and analysis for our project are conducted qualitatively 
and aim at theory building. We initially wanted to make data via ethnographic 
fieldwork, formal and informal interviews and content analysis of documents 
and visual materials produced by different stakeholders on local, prefectur-
al and national levels. I assumed that with this multi-method data-collection 
strategy, the team would be able to merge micro and macro perspectives and 
make rich and reliable data. However, this approach requires access to Ja-
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pan, method training and practice with the research assistants in Japan. We 
had planned to conduct fieldwork together during a short exploratory trip 
to Japan in our first year, which had to be cancelled due to Japan’s travel ban 
during the pandemic. During this first trip, I had wanted to introduce my re-
search assistants to our field sites and research participants, arrange housing 
for the team, conduct first interviews and meet with collaboration partners at 
Japanese universities. In addition, (but as what actually turned into a backup 
plan) I had arranged for my research assistants to participate in the method 
courses I teach every year at Freie Universität (FU) Berlin. However, due to 
the pandemic, most interview practice during these courses took place on-
line. 

The challenge was to prepare the team for fieldwork in Japan although it 
was uncertain if and when this fieldwork would actually take place. Through-
out the project, our team experienced hope and disappointments with regard 
to our fieldwork plans. We postponed the beginning of our fieldwork to Octo-
ber 2021 and from spring 2021 began arranging affiliations with universities 
in Japan, contacted the municipalities where we wanted to conduct field re-
search and hoped that visa applications to Japan would be possible again after 
we had all been vaccinated that summer. But since we could not be sure we 
would be able to go to Japan, we were constantly thinking about a Plan B and 
conducted initial online interviews and searched through myriads of blogs, 
videos, policy documents and social media accounts of municipalities and 
prefectural offices. We slowly began to accept that we would probably have 
to approach fieldwork as hybrid research and learn to appreciate the oppor-
tunities offered by the digital world. Nevertheless, more than anything, we 
still hoped to engage in onsite fieldwork and meet our research participants 
in person. The uncertainty was much harder for Cecilia, a trained anthro-
pologist who has conducted ethnographic research before, than for Frank, a 
political scientist whose project relies heavily on the analysis of policies and 
plans.

But we soon discovered that migrants connect, document and express 
their migration experiences via social media, blogs and their own websites 
and that hybrid ethnography might well prove a very productive approach, as 
people often blend their online and offline worlds (Przybylski 2021). Social me-
dia have played an important role for organising protests in post-Fukushima 
Japan, including anti-nuclear protests and student protests against the revi-
sion of Article 9 of the Japanese constitution in 2015 (Liscutin 2011; O’Day 
2015; Slater / Nishimura / Kindstrand 2012). Such media are equally impor-
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tant for migrants communicating with each other and with their families, 
friends and business partners, keeping in touch with those far away, sharing 
experiences and providing useful information about (living in) the host com-
munities with other migrants and disseminating information about projects 
and events. 

We began to analyse social media data qualitatively and quantitatively, 
counting, documenting and mapping followers, comments, sharing and re-
posting of online content and coverage in other media. We systematically 
searched, selected and saved social media content produced by migrants and 
local authorities, and also made data via interaction with migrants through 
online interviews and writing messages on Instagram, thereby co-produc-
ing new content (Kozinets 2020, 7). The concept of “hybridity” also carried 
the promise of moving offline and beginning research in the field at some 
point in the future. Thus, it was also a psychological strategy for not giving up 
hope of eventually conducting fieldwork in Japan even after Japan lifted its 
COVID-induced entry ban in November 2021 but almost immediately closed 
the borders again in December, forcing us to postpone our field research yet 
again.

It was not only our research that moved online, it was also our research 
participants. Compared to Berlin, the COVID-19 pandemic in my field sites 
was mild with no fatalities reported and the number of infections very low. 
Each of the two towns I am studying has a population of about 20,000 and, as 
of July 15, 2022, the total number of infections recorded since the beginning 
of the pandemic was 419 in Taketa and 952 in Arita (Taketa-shi 2022; Arita-chō 
2022). Neither town experienced lockdowns, school closures or curfews, but 
tourism, local cultural and commercial events, meetings of neighbourhood 
associations and other social gatherings and access to local government fa-
cilities were cancelled, restricted, postponed or moved online. For example, 
Arita’s Ceramics Fair, the major annual event to boost sales from local kilns, 
was cancelled in 2020 and 2021 and replaced with an online event in both 
years (Saga Shinbun 2020). Just like the potters in Arita, local tourism and 
retail businesses were hit hard everywhere in rural Japan. Because I am pay-
ing particular attention to migrants and locals who are artisans and artists, I 
learned that many artisans who relied on tourists as customers, onsite exhibi-
tions in big cities in Japan and teaching courses had to change their business 
strategies, just like we had to change our research strategies.

Most of the research participants I have interviewed so far online report-
ed that their everyday life has not changed for the worse during the pandemic 
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and some have even enjoyed the interruption of their work routine, because 
they have had more time for walks, exploring neighbouring areas and enjoy-
ing nature—precisely the kinds of things they moved to the countryside for 
in the first place. However, as physical contacts were limited, their range of 
movement contracted. Many migrants were unable to visit their families in 
Tōkyō or Yokohama for New Year and they could not or did not want to trav-
el abroad or to other large cities for business or for meeting friends. At the 
same time, the scope of their activities in the online world was expanding and 
many started to connect with people across the globe via social media and on-
line communication platforms more widely than they had done previously, 
just like our research team.

Neither I nor my research assistants were used to digital and hybrid meth-
ods, so we started to study online research methods together initially in on-
line study groups and later in offline study groups. We all had to move out of 
our comfort zones, but we could discuss our experiences and learn from each 
other. One of my earliest experiences with online research was in April 2021 
when I participated in an online event for prospective urban-rural migrants, 
organised by a prefectural government in Kyūshū that introduced the Chiiki 
okoshi kyōryokutai (COKT) programme. This programme was initiated by the 
Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication (Sōmushō) in 2009 
and provides municipalities in rural Japan with resources to promote revi-
talisation activities and encourage people from urban areas to move to their 
communities (Reiher 2020). The event was chaired by an employee from the 
prefectural office, two COKT participants from different towns spoke about 
their experiences and two employees from the municipal halls of the respec-
tive towns introduced their municipalities.

I approached this event as I would have approached any event during 
onsite fieldwork and made notes during and after the event. On the down-
side, the format only allowed for one-way communication. Zoom was set so 
that only speakers were visible, so I could not tell how many other people 
participated in the event and was unable to approach the speakers or mem-
bers of the audience after the presentations to introduce myself and ask for 
interviews. However, the event provided me with valuable insights into the 
proceedings of such events and into topics of interest and concern for COKT 
members, municipalities and prospective applicants to the programme. I was 
also able to get to know people I later contacted via email and received infor-
mation about other online events. Even though this fieldwork took place at 
my desk in my home office, it brought back some of the excitement of onsite 
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fieldwork. I had been a little nervous because I had not known what to ex-
pect, but it helped me to feel closer to the field and it was inspiring to learn 
about people’s experiences and perspectives on relocation to rural Kyūshū 
and the COKT programme.

Based on my own positive experience, I recommended that my team 
members should go ahead and start online interviews, social media analy-
sis and the analysis of prefectures’ and municipalities’ promotional videos 
instead of waiting for Japan to reopen. Frank began online interviews with 
policy makers in Tōkyō in October 2021, which were a source of valuable data 
as well as a means of gaining access to the field. This was a great advantage 
when he finally set off to Japan in May 2022 for his six months of fieldwork, 
because he was able to begin interviews right away. Cecilia began with map-
ping her field sites and networks of in-migrants in her two towns based on an 
analysis of Instagram accounts before contacting migrants for online inter-
views via Instagram. She recalls this as being a positive experience that ena-
bled her to produce her first data and at the same time prepared her for her 
fieldwork that will commence in October 2022.

Remote teambuilding and online communication during the 
COVID-19 pandemic
Before starting this research project, I had already conducted fieldwork with 
graduate students at FU Berlin, but mainly for the purpose of method train-
ing. Together with students I have conducted interviews and participant ob-
servation as part of a method course with a focus on Berlin’s Japanese food-
scape since 2015 (Reiher 2018). At the end of each course, students would write 
their own report or create a video about their findings in small groups and I 
would write up my results in individual papers. For the project on urban- rural 
migration, however, close cooperation with the research assistants is neces-
sary as we are all part of a research group that is expected to produce publica-
tions within the next few years. As the research design of this project requires 
comparison, all the team members’ data are indispensable for the final pub-
lication. Therefore, building trust and a working environment in which team 
members can rely on each other is vital.

However, the pandemic made this very difficult, as we had to build a team 
remotely. We regularly met for video conferences with our student assistant 
and other PhD students at FU Berlin who work on rural Japan. We started 
reading and discussing the most recent publications on urban-rural migra-
tion and rural Japan, created a shared bibliography, defined and discussed 
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terms that appear in our individual research projects and presented our pro-
gress to each other. Frank introduced a different policy scheme from Japan’s 
national government’s Regional Revitalisation Comprehensive Strategy every 
week and Cecilia introduced debates on and beyond the urban-rural dichot-
omy. This approach enabled the group to identify tasks that could be done 
while in Berlin and created shared knowledge about rural Japan from differ-
ent disciplinary perspectives. We also got to know each other better, although 
I believe that nothing can make up for the shared meals and discussions in 
hallways that we had to forgo because of the COVID-19 situation. The regular 
meetings, however, helped us to stay engaged and excited about our joint re-
search project and sustained our hope that we would be able to conduct field-
work in Japan in the near future.

In March 2021 we started a study group and launched a blog.1  In the study 
group’s biweekly meetings, team members and guests presented their work. 
What had started out as a group of five people developed into a constantly 
growing international and interdisciplinary group of students and scholars 
from Europe and Asia who share an interest in rural Japan. In the winter of 
2021 we launched a lecture series. Colleagues and students presented their 
research, and we discovered interesting parallels and connections between 
the various projects discussing urban-rural migration and rural issues in and 
beyond Japan. In summer 2022 we experimented with different formats, in-
cluding workshop-style discussion groups on topics like housing and digitali-
sation. Despite the pandemic, we also presented our work at (online) confer-
ences, both individually and as a team. We also organised joint study groups 
with scholars and students from Kyūshū University where Frank and Cecilia 
presented their research in Japanese, and we had very interesting discussions 
with our Japanese colleagues. In 2022 we also met online with members of 
the Aso Project at the University of Vienna to exchange experiences related to 
research about rural Kyūshū.

In addition to the study group, the blog enabled us to share first insights 
from our online fieldwork and to connect with other researchers and prac-
titioners in Europe and Asia. It became an important venue to channel our 
thoughts and to present our experiences and initial results. By doing so, we 
also reached out to other researchers and students, whom we invited to write 
about their own research on rural Japan, urban-rural migration and method-
ological challenges during the pandemic. Because we could not go to Japan 
ourselves, we asked some of our research participants to write about the sit-
1 See https://userblogs.fu-berlin.de/urban-rural-migration-japan/
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uation in rural Japan, their lives and their rural revitalisation activities. The 
blog also played an important role when reaching out to research partici-
pants, who could look at the blog to learn about our research project and 
team. Our network expanded faster than we expected, and we were able to 
publish one blogpost a week. Surprisingly, we were contacted by people who 
found our blog online and some of them later became authors, collaborators 
and research participants. Motivated by this experience, we created an Ins-
tagram account to reach even more people. We also used the blog to share 
information about our online events and lectures and in 2022 I used it as a re-
source for teaching undergraduate students about Japan’s rural areas. 

Both the study group and the blog served as means to get to know each 
other and helped to raise our team spirit during the long periods when we 
could not meet in person. Working together on the short blog posts, sharing 
feedback and reading other people’s posts helped us to feel closer as a team. 
But most of all, meeting with the other team members in Berlin in person and 
discovering new things about rural areas together was crucial for team build-
ing. In April 2022 we went on a fieldtrip to Brandenburg to talk to German 
urban- rural migrants in our vicinity. As well as providing a useful perspective 
for our research in Japan, it was also a wonderful opportunity to spend time 
together as a team. My research assistants took over the tasks of organising 
the study group and peer reviewing their blog posts before sending them to 
me for a final edit. We also started to write papers together. Assigning these 
tasks and responsibilities to the research assistants relieved the pressure on 
me as a team leader and increased their sense of responsibility for the project 
while providing them with new professional and intellectual experiences.

Managing a team with international PhD students at a German 
university
However, collaboration in academic settings invariably gives rise to various 
difficulties. In this case, the main challenge was to negotiate each team mem-
ber’s role within the research project and translate the differences between 
the German academic system and the academic systems in which my re-
search assistants had been educated. I soon discovered that I had underesti-
mated the scale of this challenge. 

When Frank and Cecilia arrived, I encouraged them to affiliate with the 
Graduate School of East Asian Studies (GEAS) in order to meet other PhD stu-
dents involved with East Asia and participate in courses. As I teach courses 
at GEAS, I assumed that this would benefit my assistants intellectually and 
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methodologically. The doctoral programme at GEAS also sets milestones for 
PhD students that include the submission of a literature review and an ex-
tended project proposal with a fieldwork plan after the first year. I thought 
that these milestones would help them become familiar with relevant schol-
arly debates, shape and position their own research project within these de-
bates and get ready for fieldwork. In addition, affiliation at GEAS would pro-
vide them with access to courses that offer professional training and “soft 
skills.” After completing parts of the doctoral programme at GEAS they would 
receive a certificate that might help them to apply for jobs after our project 
funding ends.

Their double affiliation as both PhD students in a structured doctoral pro-
gramme and as research assistants in the project as regular university em-
ployees, however, created confusion regarding their responsibilities and the 
balance between their individual PhD research, course work, individual ca-
reer development and work for our joint project. Both research assistants 
were unfamiliar with the trajectory for gaining a PhD degree in Germany and 
assumed that their task was simply to write their PhD thesis. Affiliation with 
the graduate school nurtured this assumption because they met PhD students 
on scholarships who were able to devote all their time to their PhD thesis. 
Although I had tried at the outset to explain their position, it still came as a 
surprise and at times caused confusion when they realised that their respon-
sibilities differed from those of their peers who did not have to submit time 
sheets, consult regularly with team members and fulfil tasks for a project in 
addition to their individual research. 

The challenge was and still is negotiating and balancing their roles in 
a way that both benefits the project and meets their individual aspirations 
for finishing a PhD thesis within three years. While most PhD students in 
our field decide on a research topic themselves and conduct independent re-
search, working in a research team with a pre-set goal and research design 
requires constant negotiations about the content of the individual PhD pro-
ject and how to best connect it with the project’s goals. It also demands close 
consultations about interview questionnaires, research participants and top-
ics to enable comparison across cases. Frank and Cecilia have less freedom to 
follow their own research interests and also bear the extra burden of organis-
ing research group meetings and writing joint papers with me in addition to 
writing their PhD thesis. But fortunately they appear to view their situation 
positively and feel that it has given them clearer direction for their research 
and helped to clarify where their PhD project was going.  
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Another challenge was related to language and translation in the liter-
al sense. Due to the pandemic, most of the university’s administrative staff 
worked from home. Although both research assistants had previously studied 
German, approaching people in a new workplace in a foreign language can 
be quite difficult and even more so if the only chance to contact them is via 
the telephone. Although I had planned more project-related responsibilities 
and activities for the research assistants, such as organising a conference, 
this proved to be impossible as it is very difficult for non-German speakers 
to navigate the administrative system at a German university where German 
is the dominant language required for getting help and support for organisa-
tional matters. Thus, I had to make the decision to either assign my research 
assistants’ valuable time to finding out how the system worked or let them get 
on with their research. I chose the latter, which although placing a greater 
burden on me will hopefully enable Frank and Cecilia to finish their PhD the-
ses within the already relatively short time span of three years.

The limited funding for PhD research is yet another structural problem 
related to the academic system in Germany that complicates working with 
PhD students in a joint research project. Finishing a PhD thesis within three 
years is an ambitious timescale if fieldwork is involved. The COVID-19 pan-
demic exacerbates this problem and places tremendous pressure on young 
researchers. This often forces them to think about their own careers and fin-
ishing their thesis rather than about their obligations to the research project 
they are working on. Although we cannot solve these problems in the short 
term, we can at least communicate openly and address them within the team. 
The negotiation of roles and responsibilities, therefore, is an ongoing process 
that will undoubtedly continue until the very end of this project.

Conclusion: The benefits of collaboration
Despite the uncertainties created by the pandemic, Japan’s entry ban, and 
the constant negotiation of roles within the research project, our collabora-
tion extended beyond our individual projects, the study group and the blog. 
For our first joint paper we analysed promotional videos for prospective in- 
migrants issued by the four prefectures we are studying, investigated their 
support schemes for in-migrants and interviewed prefectural government of-
ficials about their activities to attract in-migrants. As a team we divided up 
tasks. Cecilia analysed the videos of two prefectures, while Frank summa-
rised the four prefectures’ plans related to the comprehensive strategy and 
interviewed officials from two prefectures. Both investigated the support 
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schemes of two prefectures, while I analysed the videos and support schemes 
of the remaining two prefectures, interviewed prefectural government offi-
cials and created the overarching concept for the paper. We all read second-
ary literature and wrote different sections of the paper.

Due to this collective effort, we were able to analyse much more data than 
one person working on their own, which allowed for an interesting compari-
son of the four prefectures’ promotional strategies to attract in-migrants. We 
found that the support for in-migrants is quite similar in all four prefectures 
and includes financial support for families and entrepreneurs, and informa-
tion about available jobs and available housing (akiya banku). We also found 
that the four prefectures, rather than presenting the countryside and rural 
lifestyle as innovative, experimental and open, use their promotional videos 
to represent rural Japan in a traditional way as a “rural idyll”, thereby tapping 
into older discourses about rurality and furusato from the realm of tourism, 
consumption and the media. However, the videos show a change in values 
regarding work and family already noted by other authors (Klien 2019, 2020; 
Nakagawa 2018; Rosenberger 2017): All migrants who appeared in the videos 
wanted a better work-life balance and more time with their families, even 
though not all of them had been able to realise their aspirations. This com-
parative perspective allowed us to note a difference between the prefectures’ 
representation of the countryside and the actual practices and imaginaries of 
urban-rural migrants we interviewed online. This was only possible because 
we worked as a team. 

In summary, the COVID-19 pandemic and Japan’s travel ban, however un-
fortunate and problematic, enabled mutual learning and cooperation, new 
methodological approaches, perspectives and experiences. Without being 
forced to do so, it is highly unlikely that I would have thought about social me-
dia research and thus would have missed an important part of people’s every-
day lives and the ways they represent themselves, their businesses, their 
communities, and rural Japan online. From my research assistants I learned 
about social media and how to create an online persona for reaching out to 
research participants. I also learned that it is possible to contact high-ranking 
government officials via social media to arrange interviews. As a team, we are 
able to systematically compare experiences of urban-rural migrants in differ-
ent municipalities with their respective support schemes, policies and revi-
talisation efforts to find patterns and structures that go beyond the many case 
studies about urban-rural migration that already exist. Even though some 
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problems are ongoing, we discuss our research and any difficulties on a reg-
ular basis and hope to present findings from our project in the near future.
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Overcoming the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Lessons learned from joining a group 
project in times of turbulence 
My time working on a policy-oriented sub-project within an inter-discipli-
nary group project in the time of COVID-19, both as a research assistant and 
a PhD student, has been a journey full of learning opportunities. As part of 
Cornelia Reiher’s research project “Urban-rural migration and rural revitali-
sation in Japan”, my sub-project seeks to explicate how Japanese core policy 
actors envision, formulate, implement and assess rural revitalisation policies 
from a comparative perspective. With this focus on the political and policy 
aspects of rural revitalisation, I aim to complement the anthropological fo-
cus pursued by other group members who are concentrating more on the 
beneficiaries of revitalisation policies, e.g., migrants and local residents. For 
this qualitative and inter-disciplinary group project, all members originally 
planned to conduct fieldwork in Japan together, sharing data, collaborating 
closely and learning from each other’s expertise. Because this is the first aca-
demic and professional project that I have taken part in, I was—and still am—
very excited to have the opportunity to contribute to the project and learn 
from this work experience.  

The COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruption to our project. It 
affected our research plans and also lengthened the time it took me to adapt 
to my new working life in Berlin. Nevertheless, the pandemic also forced 
us to be flexible in adjusting to an ever-changing situation, which resulted 
in some unexpected outcomes. Against this backdrop, I would like to share 
some of the experiences, challenges and lessons learned during my time as a 
research assistant on the project “Urban-rural migration and rural revitalisa-
tion in Japan” while trying to finish my own PhD thesis.

Introducing my research project 
Out-migration of young people from rural areas to urban centres has been 
one of the main problems in rural Japan for several decades (Hagihara 1984; 
Watanabe 2001, 158; Izuta et al. 2016; Okubo et al. 2016; Shiikawa et al. 2019; 
Hashimoto et al. 2020; Ishikawa 2020). In 2018, the Tōkyō area received ap-
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prox. 490,000 people from other parts of the country, more than half of whom 
were young people (Kumagai 2020, 233). Since large-scale out-migration 
erodes the social and economic vitality of rural communities (Feldhoff 2013; 
Wijaya 2013; Takamura et al. 2017; Matsuoka 2018; Ishikawa 2020), policies 
to attract urban migrants to rural areas have been increasing in importance 
(Golding / Curtis 2013). 

Currently, the Comprehensive Strategy for Overcoming Population De-
cline and Vitalising Local Economy in Japan (Machi, hito, shigoto, sōsei sōgō 
senryaku, hereafter referred to as the Comprehensive Strategy) is the most 
prominent of these policies and the only comprehensive framework for ru-
ral revitalisation. The framework was adopted in 2014 by Shinzo Abe and has 
been in effect since 2015. The goal of the Comprehensive Strategy is to con-
solidate all policies and schemes for rural revitalisation under a single holis-
tic framework by eliminating the vertical hierarchy of ministries (Yoshizawa 
2019). In addition to the national plans, there are also prefectural and mu-
nicipal versions of the Comprehensive Strategy that outline four main goals 
for rural revitalisation, one of which is to “build connections with regions 
and create a flow of people to regions” (Japanese Government, Cabinet Of-
fice 2020). A leading programme that falls under this goal is the Chiiki okoshi 
kyōryokutai (COKT), which was initiated by the Ministry of Internal Affairs 
and Communications (MIC) in 2009. Its main goals are to attract and main-
tain COKT participants in rural areas in order for these participants to carry 
out revitalisation activities in their host communities. Like other policies, the 
COKT initially began as a separate programme but is now part of the Compre-
hensive Strategy. 

My project focuses on the Comprehensive Strategy and the COKT for four 
reasons. First, the Comprehensive Strategy and the COKT serve as a case study 
for investigating the Japanese central government’s policies for rural revitali-
sation, along with their underlying concepts and objectives. While often con-
sidered a flagship policy framework by Abe, it was initially unclear at the be-
ginning of our project how the Comprehensive Strategy differed substantive-
ly from previous revitalisation policies, and if or how schemes such as the 
COKT might have changed after being incorporated into the Comprehensive 
Strategy. At the current time of writing, my preliminary findings show that 
the creation of the Comprehensive Strategy may have been driven by politi-
cal motives. Some national respondents contended that politicians were pan-
dering to the public and covering up bad political practices (e.g., pork-barrel 
politics) by formulating “new” revitalisation policies that did not significant-
ly differ from previous ones apart from minor modifications. They pointed 
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out that new administrations and prime ministers often rebrand pre-existing 
strategies in their own “policy colours” to create their own flagship policies.

Second, I aim to explore Japan’s urban-rural relations by focusing on the 
Comprehensive Strategy and the COKT. While the Comprehensive Strategy 
was initially formulated by the central government, it was then revised and 
adapted to local contexts by prefectural and municipal governments. While 
some scholars have demonstrated that the local versions of the Comprehen-
sive Strategy differ across municipalities (Nakamura 2015; Hayashi 2015; 
Kawabata et al. 2017), there is still a dearth of studies explaining how the mu-
nicipal plans differ from the national and/or prefectural versions, and each 
other. Furthermore, it is unclear what roles the national, prefectural and 
municipal governments play in facilitating the Comprehensive Strategy and 
COKT.  

Third, my research will contribute to the scholarship on rural policy ac-
tors. Existing studies on Japan’s rural development policy tend to analyse ru-
ral revitalisation policies from the perspective of municipal non-state actors, 
such as local residents, migrants, businesses and NGOs (Matsuoka 2018; Ochi 
2019; Maruyama 2005; Obikwelu 2018). That said, scholars have shown that in 
addition to key actors such as politicians and bureaucrats, other proximate 
actors such as government advisors, lobbyists and policy secretaries are also 
likely to be able to influence policies (Page 2010; Howlett 2011; Gunn 2017; 
Ōkubo 2013; Craft / Howlett 2013; Marier 2008; Nekola / Kohoutek 2017 ). Thus, 
it is important to understand the beliefs and ideas that policy actors have in 
relation to a policy problem and also the policy tools they have to tackle the 
problem (Howlett / Mukherjee 2019; Gunn 2017). Nevertheless, despite their 
important role in formulating and implementing revitalisation policies, the 
literature has not explored the views of Japan’s national policy actors regard-
ing rural revitalisation policies to the same extent as local actors. Thus, my 
research seeks to redress this balance by investigating the roles and visions 
of different groups of rural policy actors (politicians, bureaucrats, advisors, 
academics and NGO/NPO staff) at the three levels of government and across 
different localities. 

Fourth, my research aims to contribute to the evaluation of rural revi-
talisation policies in Japan, and more specifically that of the COKT. Scholars 
note that appraisals of the COKT tend to focus on the scheme’s numerical 
outputs, e.g., the number of participants and rates of settlement (Zushi 2013; 
Hirai / Soga 2017; Shibazaki / Nakatsuka 2017) and while some such evalua-
tions of the COKT suggest that the scheme has been successful (Zushi 2013; 
Hirai / Soga 2017; Shibazaki / Nakatsuka 2017), Taguchi argues that revitali-
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sation activities should be viewed in terms of quality, rather than quantity or 
numerical outputs (2018, 10). Other scholars agree that quantity-based evalu-
ation practices are inadequate for explaining unintended effects, stakehold-
ers’ perceptions and causal mechanisms, e.g., the factors that determine the 
actual success of a policy (Chen / Rossi 1989; Chen 1990, 1994, 2012, 2015; 
Yamaya 2002; Head 2008; Vedung 2012; Zushi 2013; Hayashi 2015; Kotakemo-
ri 2016; Sasakawa 2017; Kawabata et al. 2017; Hirai / Soga 2017). There have 
been some attempts to assess the COKT beyond its numerical outputs. For in-
stance, scholars discuss the importance of having financial support and char-
ismatic leaders (Reiher 2020), the concern that COKT participants are con-
sidered little more than servants, and municipal governments not knowing 
what they should ask participants to do (Zushi 2013; Taguchi 2018). However, 
these attempts are often single case studies on the municipal level and do 
not explore the perspectives of national and prefectural actors. My research 
seeks to address this problem by evaluating the COKT comparatively, focus-
ing on policy actors in Tōkyō (national level), Fukuoka and Nagasaki Prefec-
tures (prefectural level) and Buzen City and Hasami Town (municipal level). 

Conducting an academic group project during COVID-19 
COVID-19 has disrupted everyday life throughout the world and our research 
project has been no exception. As with group activities in any other field, I 
believe being part of an academic research team requires one to be “social”, 
that is, to effectively collaborate with other members. Such effective collab-
oration takes time to develop, as members need to get to know each other’s 
personalities and working styles and build mutual trust. Our project start-
ed on 1 October 2020, only two weeks before Berlin entered its second lock-
down, which would last for seven months. Despite being able to schedule 
some in-person meetings during that short two-week period, we had to com-
municate remotely for most of our first year. This sudden move to complete 
e-communication lengthened my learning curve and adaptation process, 
as it became more difficult to understand each other when expressions and 
nuances got lost in emails and social cues were obscured behind computer 
screens. The severity of the winter lockdown made me feel particularly iso-
lated as I had just moved to Berlin for the first time after finishing my MA in 
Austria and Hungary. The combination of moving to a new country, initial 
paperwork, a new work environment and the lockdown was indeed challeng-
ing. Thus, on the social aspect front, the pandemic has had a significant im-
pact on me personally and also on our team as a whole.
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COVID-19 also influenced the academic and professional aspects of our 
project throughout the first half of our collaboration. One issue was that on-
line communication made it more difficult for me to navigate the academic 
system in Germany. The German system of research assistantships and doc-
toral studies differs from the structured PhD programmes prevalent in the 
US and Japan with which I am familiar. Hence, I was at times confused about 
my twin roles as a research assistant for our group project and as a PhD stu-
dent affiliated with the Graduate School of East Asian Studies. Furthermore, 
as our project follows a qualitative approach, we were supposed to conduct 
fieldwork in Japan, make contacts and interview research participants in the 
field. However, I could only enter Japan for my fieldwork in May 2022, al-
most two years into my project. Needless to say, the situation was highly pre-
carious and challenging for qualitative researchers, including PhD students 
with limited funding and time. As explained in the introduction, my intended 
research participants were policy actors, including government officials and 
politicians. When embarking on my research, I had been concerned that it 
might be difficult to obtain access to relevant policy actors without knowing 
their key gatekeepers, and so the prospect of contacting politicians and min-
istry officials online appeared extremely daunting. For this reason, COVID-19 
significantly impacted my mental wellbeing and also the general mood of our 
team, since we could not be sure when we would be able to conduct our field-
work and collect the necessary data. 

Being flexible during the pandemic
In light of the circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, flexibility 
and adaptability became the mantras for our team. First, my supervisor tried 
to create some opportunities to improve both our academic development and 
our social well-being. To prepare us for our research, she asked us to partici-
pate in an online research design course in 2020, and she also suggested that 
I join her MA methods course on interviewing skills during the summer of 
2021. As we entered our second year and the lockdown in Berlin was lifted, 
our team was able to reunite in person and participate in teambuilding activ-
ities such as going on field trips, eating out and a digital Christmas party. My 
supervisor’s efforts to create a sense of normality during these unusual times, 
together with her discipline and determination to carry on with the project, 
helped to keep me on track and optimistic about my PhD research. 

Second, being part of a team has made my research life much more dy-
namic. It is a great asset to have a research team with whom I can consult 
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and discuss a vast array of topics, ranging from preliminary findings, inter-
view questions and methods to life plans and philosophy. I find it extremely 
helpful to have an academic and emotional support system right by my side. 
Furthermore, our almost-exclusively online meetings in the beginning stages 
of our teamwork familiarised me with the virtual environment, which would 
later be crucial for my online interviews with research participants. I have 
also discovered from my interviews with Japanese policy actors that the abil-
ity to work remotely with others is now considered a transferable and impor-
tant skill even in the post-COVID world. 

Since autumn 2021 our online group meetings have transformed into a 
larger study group to which we invite researchers on rural Japan from around 
the world to join us every month. In this study group, we present our findings, 
discuss methodologies and exchange ideas. Other policy-oriented research-
ers who have joined this group have given me valuable insights. My colleague 
and I take turns in organising and chairing these study group sessions and we 
have also presented to the group. 

Our team also operates a research blog and receives contributions from 
academics and practitioners in different languages. For my part, in addition 
to contributing blog posts, I reach out to practitioners in Japan to ask for their 
cooperation. My interlocutors have made contributions about rural revitali-
sation in Japanese and Vietnamese; their posts are then translated into Eng-
lish and published on our blog. This active research blog has proven to be an 
effective “gatekeeper” in its own right, as it provides me with a credible pro-
file when reaching out to policy actors. Many of my respondents have men-
tioned that they looked at our blog before our interviews. In addition, our 
project has been able to connect with a research group on rural Japan from 
Kyūshū University and has since held several joint virtual meetings. The dis-
cussions with researchers from Kyūshū University have enabled me to step 
out of the “international researchers’ bubble” and provided me with an in-
sight into the perspectives of Japanese researchers. 

My supervisor also got us involved in writing joint articles and encouraged 
me to create policy briefs about different rural revitalisation programmes to 
share with group members. Having been trained in policy analysis during my 
MA, I have enjoyed applying my policy analysis skills to a real project beyond 
coursework. All these different activities and advantages would not have been 
possible if I had chosen an independent PhD programme rather than joining 
a group project. 
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Third, the move to digital research due to COVID-19 has resulted in some 
unexpectedly positive outcomes for our project. While waiting for Japan to 
reopen, my supervisor suggested that I analyse written policy documents 
and, more specifically, different versions of the Comprehensive Strategy 
across three levels of government and localities. As mentioned earlier, one 
of my project’s goals is to investigate the underlying concepts and objectives 
of Japan’s rural revitalisation policies. Originally, I intended to rely solely on 
interviews to explore this aspect. However, I learned of two qualitative meth-
ods, namely “policy content analysis” (Hall / Steiner 2020) and “policy pri-
oritization research” (Gugushvili / Salukvadze 2021), which I was able to use 
to analyse objectives, intervention logic and priorities. Later, I asked my re-
search participants to comment on my analysis of the plans. For instance, my 
preliminary findings from analysing versions of the Comphrehensive Strat-
egy showed that the national version has a strong focus on economic and 
financial measures. At the same time, one of my respondents, a director of 
what had been the Headquarters for Rural Revitalisation (chihōsōsei honbu) 
in charge of drafting the Comprehensive Strategy, commented that his ap-
proach to rural revitalisation was heavily influenced by economics. In this 
way, my analysis of the written policy documents became another relevant 
source of data that helped increase the validity of my research. Furthermore, 
my supervisor’s suggestion to analyse the documents gave me a concrete and 
achievable target to accomplish at a time of great uncertainty, and this work 
later came to form the first analytical chapter of my thesis. My summaries of 
the policy documents have also been used as part of a joint paper on support 
schemes for migrants to Kyūshū. 

I also found that I was able to gain access and conduct interviews with 
some key policy actors via e-communication in a rather more straightforward 
manner than I had expected. In order to conduct interviews while in Berlin, 
I tried various ways of reaching out to potential research participants. For 
instance, I sent introductory emails to the relevant ministerial, prefectural 
and municipal offices and also directly contacted the division in charge of the 
COKT at the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications. Most impor-
tantly, social media proved to be highly effective as I was able to contact sev-
eral government advisors and high-ranking bureaucrats via platforms such 
as Facebook, LinkedIn and Instagram. The fact that I was carrying out “field-
work with participants in Japan” while still based in Berlin meant that I was 
usually able to consult with my supervisor and colleagues directly after the 
interviews. Solutions for problems encountered during the interviews, along 
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with new insights and inspiration often emerged as a result of such consulta-
tions. These initial online meetings and connections also provided me with a 
solid base when I was finally able to travel to Japan in May 2022. The research 
participants I had interviewed online immediately agreed to meet in person 
and introduced me to other key policy actors across my field sites. Fortunate-
ly, I have been able to interview some key policy actors, including high-rank-
ing government officials and politicians, who are highly relevant for our pro-
ject. After the interviews, I usually share data with other team members, in-
cluding interview summaries, transcripts and audios. 

Finally, joining a group project has given me ample opportunities to grow 
as an individual. Working closely with an international team for three years 
has constantly forced me to continue learning to keep up with work demands 
and to continue improving my interpersonal skills to collaborate with col-
leagues. It has also helped me to develop stress-relieving strategies to stay 
balanced and motivated, and I have learnt to be more flexible and adaptable. 
Of course, there are obstacles to overcome in all group settings, even more 
so in the time of COVID-19. However, I believe that all the lessons from these 
turbulent times have helped me grow both as a young researcher and as a 
young person.

Summary and conclusion
The time working as a member of the group project “Urban-rural migration 
and rural revitalisation in Japan” while conducting my own PhD research has 
so far been a journey full of growth opportunities. COVID-19 has had a signif-
icant impact on our group project and my sub-project; it completely changed 
our research plan and cast doubt on our ability to conduct fieldwork and in-
terviews in Japan. All these challenges, together with lengthy lockdowns and 
social distancing, created significant stress for young researchers, myself in-
cluded. However, the negative influence of COVID-19 was mitigated thanks to 
my research team. My supervisor’s efforts to regularly bring the whole team 
together, albeit online, kept me motivated, and the group activities we were 
able to carry out in the face of precarity provided a sense of normality and 
stability. Moreover, by belonging to a group project I was able to receive in-
stantaneous advice and consultations on a variety of topics, along with nu-
merous opportunities to develop soft and interpersonal skills as well as re-
search techniques. 

The skills and advice I received from my colleagues have enabled me 
to conduct some fascinating and insightful interviews with policy actors 
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that have enabled me to discover what they think about Japan’s revitalisa-
tion policies. For instance, I have found that some policy actors differenti-
ate between the various Japanese terms for rural revitalisation, such as chiiki 
kasseika, chiiki-zukuri and chihōsōsei. They shared with me that chiiki kasseika 
still evokes a negative image of the so-called “pork-barrel politics” prevalent 
during Japan’s high-growth era, when the government overinvested in infra-
structure, transportation, and public works in exchange for votes. By con-
trast, chihōsōsei usually refers to the comprehensive policy framework initiat-
ed by Shinzo Abe in 2014 and tends to have a more positive connotation of de-
veloping regions from within, an approach that resembles Wirth et al.’s (2016) 
“endogenous development theory”. I have also been able to test a hypothesis 
that our team came up with before my fieldwork that the central government 
may be unaware of some of the activities conducted in the field. For instance, 
an official at the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications shared 
with me that the ministry’s main role is to finance the COKT programme and 
that she is in the dark about its efficacy and how it is being implemented by 
the municipalities. I believe I was able to obtain such insights thanks to con-
sultations with my colleagues, who advised me on whom to interview, what 
questions to ask and what aspects to focus on. 

At the time of writing, I have only three more months left for fieldwork 
in Japan and one year until my expected graduation. Although the year ahead 
will be extremely hectic, I am confident that it will also be highly fulfilling 
due to the academic and emotional support from my colleagues. I very much 
look forward to contributing more data to our project and finishing my PhD 
as planned. 
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Adapting schedules and learning to 
collaborate: 
Reflections on a PhD experience in a 
group project during the pandemic

When I moved to Berlin to join the research project “Urban-rural migra-
tion and rural revitalisation in Japan” as a research assistant in late Septem-
ber 2020, I did not really know how a group project would work. I had lived, 
worked and studied in Paris for the previous ten years and in Tōkyō for one 
year just before the COVID-19 outbreak. Everything ahead was new to me. 
This was my first experience of team research after years spent studying for 
my degrees. I was not sure how independent research within a group pro-
ject was supposed to be conducted or how I would contribute to the work of 
other team members. However, I was excited to embark on this new journey, 
despite the uncertainties created by the ongoing pandemic. In addition, my 
unplanned pregnancy forced me to rearrange my personal schedule within 
the main framework of the project. These circumstances pushed me to find 
new paths for being creative and effective, both in my research and the way I 
worked with the team. Almost two years after commencing the research, this 
paper reflects on my experience of conducting a PhD within the project “Ur-
ban-rural migration and rural revitalisation in Japan” funded by the German 
Research Foundation (DFG) and directed by Cornelia Reiher at Freie Univer-
sität Berlin. 

In the first section I will introduce my own PhD project about urban-rural 
migrants in rural Kyūshū and outline the adjustments I had to make during 
the first year of my studies. I will then focus on my contribution to the group 
project and follow on with a discussion of teamwork. Finally, I will consider 
the impact of COVID-19 on the group project.

My PhD project and how it evolved
During the first months of 2022 at the beginning of my second year of doctor-
al work, I undertook an extensive revision of my PhD project due to the fact 
that it was impossible to conduct onsite fieldwork as I had originally planned. 
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My previous research was built on long-term ethnographic fieldwork, yet the 
pandemic forced me to reconsider not only my methods but also my research 
questions. Rewriting a doctoral project one year after starting research is a 
daunting task in itself. In my case, I also had to find a way of aligning it with 
the group project while trying to make my research accessible to my fellow 
PhD researcher and the project supervisor. In this section, I will first intro-
duce my current research project and then explain how I readjusted the orig-
inal project to accommodate these new circumstances.

Building a new home: Urban-rural migrants in rural Kyūshū
We are used to thinking of internal migratory flows in contemporary societies 
as movements of individuals and groups towards urban areas. Recently, how-
ever, a reverse movement pushing educated people out of the metropolis is 
gaining momentum in many post-industrial capitalist countries (Dolci / Per-
rin 2017; Gross 2009; Jacob 1997; Wilbur 2014). This is also the case in Japan, 
which, after having faced a long and profound process of rural deindustriali-
sation and depopulation over several decades, is now experiencing a growth 
in the number of people relocating to rural areas (Klien 2020; Muramatsu 
2017; Odagiri 2015). 

In Japan, scholars have investigated the effect on the migratory move-
ment of political governance at the local and national level (Klien 2020, 90; 
Reiher 2020; Hatayama 2016). The growing body of literature on urban-rural 
migration in Japan has also focused attention on the way national metropol-
itan centres—mainly Tōkyō and Ōsaka—and local peripheral areas relate to 
each other. This tension informs and shapes patterns of rural resettlement 
(Reiher 2020; Hatayama 2016; Odagiri et al. 2015). Additionally, the growing 
literature documenting the phenomenon has mainly focused on migrants’ 
personal reasons for moving from cities, with individual experiences of relo-
cation being widely investigated and discussed by social scientists, including 
anthropologists and sociologists (Klien 2019, 2020; Takeda 2020; Obikwelu et 
al. 2017; Rosenberger 2014, 2017; Odagiri et al. 2015). While recent literature 
on urban-rural migration in Japan has highlighted the precarity and instabil-
ity of the residency of internal migrants (see Klien 2020, 2021), the aim of my 
project is to reflect on the role that the quest for stability and belonging may 
have in their experiences (Ralph / Staheli 2011; Mallet 2004).

My research questions originally developed from the reflection that in-
ternal migration, like international migration, can be as much about pur-
suing mobility as a lifestyle as it is about finding a new home and settling 
down. During the fieldwork I conducted for my master’s thesis in a commu-
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nity of in-migrants in Wakayama prefecture, however, I started to reconsider 
this focus on mobility. I had the impression that the practices I witnessed in 
Wakayama of renovating old houses, participating in local cultural and polit-
ical events and building small businesses from scratch, as well as discourses 
about building a better future for children and living true to oneself, suggest-
ed a different story than that of relentlessly mobile generations. This led me 
to focus on how the experience of migration towards rural areas in Japan is 
related to the process of searching for an ideal home. It is important to “ex-
amine the ways in which migrants continue to ‘ground’ their lives in multiple 
locations and to consider how home is already inflected with mobility—and 
conversely, with the ways mobility is inflected with gestures of attachment” 
(Ralph / Staheli 2011, 519). In order to conduct my research, I will collect the 
life stories of individuals with multiple experiences of migration throughout 
their lives in an attempt to understand the ways in which this relationship 
between mobility and attachment evolves over the course of a migrant's life. 
Thus the aim of this project is to contribute to the debates around the concep-
tualisation of home in anthropology, sociology and human geography, as well 
as to the literature discussing urban-rural migration in Japan.

Redesigning a PhD project against the backdrop of the 
COVID-19 pandemic
As stated above, this research is the product of an extensive revision of my in-
itial PhD project undertaken during the first months of 2022. The aim of my 
initial project was to examine the evolution of everyday life in rural areas in 
Hasami and Buzen, two municipalities in Nagasaki and Fukuoka prefectures, 
making use of two different ethnographic approaches: relational ethnogra-
phy (Desmond 2014) and multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1995; Falzon 2009; 
Candea 2007). The project aimed to investigate encounters between three 
groups of actors in the rural space, namely urban migrants, local residents 
and local authorities, in order to explore how rural communities envisioned 
discourses and engaged in practices of “rural revitalisation” in Japan. At this 
time, I had already started to conduct digital research in Berlin, but all the 
while viewed it as preparation for my fieldwork. As a young anthropologist 
starting my PhD, all my research questions presumed the possibility of eth-
nographic fieldwork and so finally renouncing the ethnographic part of my 
project was a hard decision to take.

Forced to redesign an anthropology project that could also be conduct-
ed away from the field, I had to find a group of actors for my research who 
were digitally accessible from Berlin, formulate new research questions and 
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define a new methodology that did not solely rely on the physical presence 
of the researcher in the field. The first part of this task was relatively straight-
forward, as I realised that the presence of in-migrants on various digital plat-
forms would make them easily accessible research participants. 

To find inspiration and formulate new research questions, I went back to 
the data collected during my master's fieldwork between 2018 and 2019. Look-
ing at the data from a different perspective, I began to think that although the 
theoretical framework of mobility explains some important features of inter-
nal migration to rural areas in Japan, contemporary analyses tend to overlook 
one important aspect: the efforts made by in-migrants to settle down and es-
tablish a new home. At that point, I began to dive into the relatively recent 
literature linking homing processes to international migration experiences 
(see Boccagni 2017). 

Finally, while reflecting on a methodology that could be adapted to dig-
ital research, I decided to conduct extended semi-structured interviews and 
collect life stories to reconstruct migrants’ individual trajectories. Although 
talking about “home” and migration is not a sensitive topic, at the same time 
it carries an emotional and sentimental load that facilitates exchange, even 
via a computer screen. Individuals I interview online are always happy to talk 
about their lives from this perspective and I often receive positive feedback 
as well as agreement for one or even more follow-up conversations. Collect-
ing narratives about migration and adaptation to a new place can be a pow-
erful tool for investigating the evolution of the idea of “home”. Moreover, the 
idea of engaging in a prolonged exchange with research participants and es-
tablishing personal relationships online revived my enthusiasm for the PhD 
project, which had waned considerably after having to abandon all hope of 
a long period of fieldwork a year and a half after the start of the pandemic. 
This allowed me to maintain my focus on Hasami and Buzen and to use a hy-
brid research design that combined online interviews and digital ethnogra-
phy with classic fieldwork. 

Contribution to the group project
When thinking of a new design for my PhD project, I always kept the DFG 
team research in mind and did my best to consider the needs of the other pro-
ject members. The other PhD student on the project, my supervisor (also the 
project leader) and the student assistant all had no hesitation in encouraging 
me to go ahead with the new idea when I first spoke to them about it. To make 
sure I was attuned to the goals of the DFG project, I constantly went back to 
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its objectives while thinking about the new research design for my work. The 
objectives of the DFG project are to study the impact of migratory flows on 
rural revitalisation and see how they challenge the original social structure, 
redefine the relation between centre and periphery and ultimately reconfig-
ure Japanese rural space. My contribution is to explore how migrants interact 
with rural space and the people who live and work there in order to show how 
the “rural”—as opposed to the “urban”—defines the possibility of home. Indi-
vidual narratives will help me understand these dynamics and in particular 
enable me to show how the place where urban-rural migrants choose to live 
is where it is possible for them to realise their ideal home.

Collaboration and interaction with the other PhD student in the project 
and my supervisor became more frequent once data collection commenced. 
My fellow PhD student was in Japan when I started to conduct online inter-
views in Berlin, but we exchanged constant updates to coordinate our com-
munication strategies. With the project supervisor, I discussed the topics to 
be covered during the interviews and the type of information I would need 
to obtain from the field once on site. In addition to collecting supplementary 
information to complete the life stories for my PhD work, the data gathered 
from fieldwork will represent an important part of my contribution to the 
overall project. The analysis of conflicts arising from political interactions on 
a local scale is an important objective of the research, and once in Buzen and 
Hasami I will have easier access to local residents to investigate how they be-
come embedded in the practices and discourses of rural revitalisation. Also, 
the comparative approach between two municipalities and the simultaneous 
study of migration occurring both within and outside government structures 
of support will help me understand how both locals and newcomers react to 
revitalisation policies and how different social, economic and political land-
scapes of the countryside are redefined by the influx of an urban population.

The most challenging part of data collection in the field will be making 
the information I have gathered accessible to my colleague and my supervi-
sor. Being the last to leave for fieldwork, I will greatly benefit from the work 
that my colleagues have already carried out. This is true with regard to my 
ethnographic work, the strategies to be used in the field, the contacts that 
have already been made and also in the way that data is organised so that it 
can be used by others. I am planning to share the most interesting parts of 
my fieldnotes and send any other observations that may be useful to the team 
members in the form of monthly updates. I will also make the transcription 
of my interviews accessible to the whole team. However, ethnography is a 
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complex methodology that relies heavily on serendipity and, for this reason, 
I will have to be particularly careful to note down every detail as new paths 
for investigation can emerge from any encounter.

Carrying out my project while at the same time contributing to group re-
search has undoubtedly proved to be the most difficult part of teamwork for 
me. The experience of the past two years has shown me that team members 
engage in a continuous process of learning to work and cooperate by find-
ing compromises. In order for the project to be successfully completed, each 
member has to take care of their own work while at the same time adhering 
to the group's schedule. This requires flexibility and good cooperation skills. 
In our case, the pandemic meant that from the very beginning in October 
2020 we had to readjust the schedule proposed by our project leader and also 
had to redesign some parts of the project as we went along, which took away 
time from the actual research. 

Teamwork
When the DFG project started in October 2020, the four team members—my-
self, our supervisor, my PhD colleague and the student assistant—already 
knew that the general organisation of the research would require some ad-
justments. For my part, it was clear from the outset that I would have to post-
pone my fieldwork as I was taking maternity leave from the following semes-
ter. However, none of us could have anticipated the multiple rescheduling 
and the frustration that resulted from the entry ban imposed by the Japanese 
government throughout 2021 to contain the COVID-19 pandemic.

The first semester in the project was spent building the team and estab-
lishing common ground to create a frame of reference for the project. We 
also set up an open discussion group with other PhD students from the Grad-
uate School of East Asian Studies (GEAS). After a few meetings, we soon re-
alised that this study group was an excellent opportunity for exchange and 
networking during a pandemic, so we agreed on opening the study group to 
other students and researchers around the world. Eventually, it became an 
extremely useful tool for developing a research network, receiving feedback 
and discovering potential research paths.

I left the team in February 2021 to give birth to my son, but my mater-
nity leave did not significantly impact the team schedule as it had already 
been thrown into disarray by Japan’s prolonged entry ban. When I returned 
to work in September, my colleague and my supervisor had their documents 
ready to leave for fieldwork, but they were again forced to reschedule their 
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departure. As a result, we resumed our teamwork thinking about new strate-
gies for each of us and for the whole project. I began the application process 
for my own visa so that I would be ready to leave as soon as the entry ban was 
lifted. With the help of my supervisor, I applied for a visiting research posi-
tion at Kyūshū University in Fukuoka, prepared all the documents for the visa 
request and organised the dispatch application from Freie Universität Berlin. 

During these past two years, with the help of our student assistant we 
also created a blog related to our project, which has been our door to the out-
side world and the tool that has kept us connected with the community of re-
searchers on rural Japan and beyond. Writing in a blog proved to be an exer-
cise in positionality. Putting observations and thoughts out for a wider, more 
diversified audience forced me to spend time reflecting on what parts of my 
research I wanted people to read and how to convey relevant insights in less 
than 800 words.

To sum up, doing a PhD while working as a research assistant in a group 
project has been an opportunity to learn from the skills and abilities of oth-
ers and has also taught me how to adapt my own pace and goals to those 
of the group. Interdisciplinary collaboration with colleagues from different 
backgrounds has enriched my approach and has shown me the benefits of 
intellectual exchange. I am learning to switch perspective and think in crea-
tive ways whenever I have difficulty adapting my work to the overall project 
objectives. At the same time, the sharing of data and points of view gives me 
food for thought for my research and broadens my knowledge of the field. 
These, however, are not the only benefits of working in a team. What I have 
treasured the most is the potential it provides for building a network of solid 
relationships and being part of a group for mutual support. This support has 
helped me face the difficulties brought about by the pandemic, especially in 
terms of motivation. Exchanging ideas and encouraging each other has al-
ways helped revive our initial enthusiasm and reminded us of our common 
goals in the project.

The impact of COVID-19: Negative and positive side effects of 
the pandemic
Our project began in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, which had an un-
deniable impact on both the design of our research and the organisation of 
our teamwork. On the positive side, the exceptional circumstances drove us 
to take certain courses of action that ultimately strengthened the spirit of 
collaboration in our group. While discussing how to overcome bureaucratic 
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obstacles and adapt our research strategies, we were able to help each oth-
er overcome difficulties and stay afloat. Adapting to unprecedented working 
conditions and developing new methodologies also led us to discover new 
aspects of the field. We realised that the online space can be an excellent 
place to collect data and, even more importantly, we observed how the digital 
sphere is a crucial arena for many actors living and working in contemporary 
rural Japan.

After a couple of months of online research for my subproject, it became 
clear that for many migrants their presence in the digital space is much more 
than for purposes of entertainment and a relic of their “urban” habit of com-
munication. Many of them are entrepreneurs for whom social media repre-
sent an irreplaceable platform of exchange and communication for keeping 
their business activity alive. Observing the great effort in terms of time and 
skill that some migrants put into their visible online presence pushed me to 
consider the importance of the complementarity of offline and online spaces 
(Przybylski 2020). This is an aspect I would never have grasped had I not been 
forced to work from my desk for an extended period before leaving for field-
work.

Nevertheless, as I mentioned above, the COVID-19 pandemic also had 
a negative impact on our work. The Japanese government’s extended entry 
ban disrupted our schedule and forced us to repeatedly change our fieldwork 
plans. Initially, we had to abandon our plans for a preliminary trip, and later 
we also had to drop the idea of conducting joint fieldwork. This reschedul-
ing and changing of plans meant that more time had to be spent on complet-
ing burdensome bureaucratic procedures. In my case, this was accompanied 
by the intense stress of juggling my plans for long-term fieldwork with my 
family, the youngest member having been born in spring 2021. The repeated 
cancellations and deferments accentuated the precariousness of our situa-
tion and the pressure inevitably impacted my work and my contribution to 
the project. As for my PhD project, I realised that if I wanted to submit my 
thesis in time, I would have to start writing some parts while still in the field.

Conclusion
Research in a team project is certainly different from working on one’s own. 
It is not only the rhythm that changes but also the way that one conducts re-
search. For me, the most difficult part of working in a team has been balanc-
ing my contribution to the group project with the work for my own research. 
During these past two years, I have realised that negotiating the roles of be-
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ing a PhD student and a research assistant is an ongoing process that requires 
constant adjustments and compromises. After understanding the goal of the 
project, I had to learn how to contribute to it while at the same time building 
the design for my own research. This is not a straightforward process, and 
at times I still feel disoriented. The comparative dimension of the research 
helps me understand my role and contribution, as I am responsible for two 
municipalities that are distinct from those of the project leader’s research, 
and I also have a different disciplinary background from my fellow PhD col-
league. However, gathering anthropological data in a way that is potentially 
useful for others to build their own analysis is still a daunting task. Addition-
ally, the digital turn I had to take in order to continue my research during 
the pandemic forced me to adopt methodological solutions that are more of-
ten creative attempts rather than structured strategies that I can successfully 
share with others.

On the other hand, the team project has pushed me out of my comfort 
zone and taught me how to see my research from the perspective of different 
disciplines and, more importantly, of other team members. Also, throughout 
the whole process of redesigning my personal project, the encouragement 
of my colleagues has played a paramount role. After some initial hesitancy, I 
started to conduct online interviews in April 2022 along with the digital eth-
nography. There is extensive literature discussing digital methods and on-
line research (Beaulieu 2004; Pink et al. 2016; Przybylski 2020; Varis 2016), 
yet I found the most valuable guide was not so much in manuals as in the ex-
change and constant dialogue with others similarly “on the ground” of digital 
ethnography, who are experimenting to find creative ways of conducting on-
line research. Being the last one in my team to engage in the data gathering 
process, I was also able to benefit from the experience of my colleagues and 
their support was particularly important during the initial period of my on-
line interviews.

In conclusion, conducting research in a team has been an intense expe-
rience, in which my greatest challenge has been to negotiate my contribu-
tion and understand the place of my research within the project as a whole. 
However, I believe that the constant exchange between team members and 
sharing a regular work rhythm with them throughout the long months of the 
pandemic helped to keep my enthusiasm for the project alive and motivated 
me to continue despite the many challenges.
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Cosmopolitan rurality and changing life 
in rural Japan—A discussion with John 
W. Traphagan and Sebastian Polak-
Rottmann
During a seminar class held at the University of Vienna (Austria) amidst the 
COVID-19-pandemic in 2021, students of the Department of East Asian Stu-
dies invited scholars of Japanese studies to talk with them about their recent 
publications. Sebastian Polak-Rottmann (German Institute for Japanese Stu-
dies), back then PhD student, talked with Prof. John W. Traphagan (The Uni-
versity of Texas, Austin) about his book Cosmopolitan Rurality, Depopulation, 
and Entrepreneurial Ecosystems in 21st-Century Japan (2020, Cambria Press). Af-
ter briefly reviewing the monograph, Polak-Rottmann started a lively discus-
sion with Traphagan, which can be read below.

SPR Having read and introduced your book, some questions came to my mind that I would like to discuss with you. First however, 
I would like to know, what made you decide to write a book about cosmopol-
itan rurality.

JWT Thank you for that introduction of the book. Why did I do this? 
The main reason I got interested in this is because it has to do 

with the long-term fieldwork. I have been going to the same place since 1988, 
and I think when you keep going back to the same place to do your research, 
you notice all the consistencies and the change over time. And I will add that 
in my case it's a little bit deeper. Because my dissertation advisor, Keith Brown, 
started doing work in the same place in 1961. So, we've spent over the years 
a great deal of time talking about, you know, what are the changes, what are 
things that seem consistent. And the other thing that I think stimulated this, 
was, when you are doing ethnographic research there is a way that you always 
wind up sort of comparing the place with the place that you're from. Whether 
you are doing it consciously or not, it's in your head. And I don't think “rural” 
in Japan is the same thing as “rural” in the United States. And that's always 
intrigued me. You know, I live in Texas. You can't find in Japan what I can find 
an hour from Austin. If I drive west for an hour or maybe at most two hours, 
Texas is big so it takes eight hours to drive across the state, but I'll be in the 
middle of a desert, where there is nothing. Japan just isn't like that. That kind 
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of rurality doesn't exist in Japan. The interconnectedness of all parts of Japan 
through rail, elevated highways and of course telecommunication really led 
me to think that the concept of rurality isn't very meaningful in the Japanese 
context, at least as an analytical category. It is valuable in terms of how people 
themselves think about where they live. But, as something that we take and 
use to look at different parts of the world, I just think about my experiences 
there and about what it's like where I live. I concluded that that wasn't a very 
good way to conceptualize things. I wanted to go and really think through that 
and for me the best way to do that was to work the case studies I had. I have a 
lot more interviews than what's actually in the book and originally the project 
started as a completely different project. When I started, I was interested in 
female entrepreneurs in rural and urban Japan. I wanted to look at both. And 
I have a whole body of interviews from Hiroshima and Tōkyō that never show 
up in the book, because the project went into the direction it went in. But that 
was the original aim. As I got into the data, I realized, “No, I've got a whole 
book here on just trying to make sense out of rurality and can do that with the 
case studies.” That's in essence how I wound up doing it. 

SPR You just told us that your supervisor also went to the region and did his research there. When you talk to him and compare the 
1960s with the late 1980s or today, what has changed the most. 

JWT Probably there are two things I can think of right off the top of my head. One is mechanization. When he started going there 
in early 1960, rice was still largely planted by hand, you have the images of 
rows of people bending over putting the rice plants in the paddies. All of that 
is done with machines now. And one of the things that it means is that agri-
culture is not as labor intensive in the way that it was 60 years ago. The other 
thing that is connected to that and it’s interesting because it is more like an 
arch rather than a line. The use of pesticides and various kinds of chemicals 
in the rice fields in particular, grew rapidly over the past 60 years to the point 
that, for example, there used to be fish in rice paddies and they all died. But 
they have now reduced that significantly. There are a lot of people interest-
ed in organic farming and reducing chemicals used and the fish are coming 
back. There is a big white bird (Great Eastern Egret) that you never used to 
see and now I routinely see it when I'm driving around in the rice paddies. 
So, I think what has changed rather significantly is that the conceptualization 
of the environment is different now from what it was. And it's gone to kind of 
an arch in relation to that. And of course, following Fukushima you've seen a 
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rather dramatic increase in things like solar panels. So, there's a changing at-
titude. The other big thing is the demographics. You just can't escape it there. 
You know, just the other day I was looking something up for an article, and 
the population of the hamlet where I initially did my dissertation research has 
gone from 429 people to 225 people in 20 years. That's an astonishing change 
in a very short period of time. And this is what is happening all throughout 
that area and throughout many parts of rural Japan. There are empty houses 
everywhere you go. It's just incredible. It wasn't like that when I first started 
going there. But you can't go anywhere without seeing empty buildings. Go 
for a walk and you'll run across lots of old faces. Very, very few children. I 
would go there every summer and my kids would go to an elementary school. 
That elementary school was designed for about 220 people and the last time, 
this is a few years ago, that my daughter was in that school, there were 60 
students in that school. And so, as you move around you recognize that the 
demographic pressures are one of the things that is stimulating a need to 
reconfigure what's going on. They don't really have much choice, they've got 
to figure out how to survive in a very different demographic environment. I 
will say too that I agree with Bill Kelly's comment that often the demographic 
changes are presented as decline, collapse and everything is presented that 
way. And that is going on. But at the same time this is also perceived and being 
responded to as an opportunity for creativity and invention. So, it is not like a 
unidirectional thing that is going on. Actually, one of the more interesting as-
pects of this is that you have a pressure where they are losing population, the 
economy is struggling and all sorts of things and a kind of counterpressure 
to say, “Alright, that's happening. What will we do to reconfigure our world 
so that we can live here and that our economy works?” I will say that many 
people are not very hopeful about this working. One of the people I talked to, 
the woman who runs the pharmacy discussed in the book, she's told me that 
she thinks they've got maybe 15 years left that they can keep the business run-
ning. Because there are so many old people, but when the population kind of 
tanks in terms of that population, they just won't be able to keep the business 
going the way it's been operating. That's going to be a real problem. 

SPR Thanks for that. I have many points that caught my interest at that point. For example, you just mentioned change not only in 
terms of decline but also as an opportunity. So, in what ways can we conceive 
this opportunity? Are your case studies examples for this creativity that arose 
because of these demographic changes in the first place or do we have to 
think of other things as well that are probably bigger than that? 
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JWT I would say yes to both questions, actually. Well I think the case studies are complicated in the sense that I've been interest-
ed really since the early 2000s in return migrants to rural Japan. You know, 
you've got a long-standing pattern of people who move to Tōkyō in particular, 
but they might move to another city, but Tōkyō is the big pull. They stay there 
for several years and then some of them return home. And there are a lot 
of different reasons why they return home. So, I've always been interested 
in that and on the one hand I think there is a draw to rural regions that is 
related to becoming disillusioned with urban life in a big city like Tōkyō. It's 
fast, it's tiring, it's, you know, the kinds of interconnections that people have 
are not the same types that they have in an area like Kanegasaki where I go. 
The woman who runs the gelato shop told me that that was a big impetus for 
her to move back. She often talks about how she likes the slower pace of life, 
which is a bit ironic because her life is not slow paced. When it's busy season 
she gets up at 2 o'clock every morning to make gelato and cheese and goes to 
bed at 11 o'clock at night. She sleeps three or four hours a night. So, it's not a 
slow pace for her in terms of keeping her business going, but the pace and 
quality of social interactions is different from the city. And the interconnec-
tions among people. It's a different kind of set of interconnections. So, I think 
in many cases people are being driven because they want that lifestyle. It may 
be romanticized; it may not be real. But at least they want that lifestyle they 
perceive to be there. On the other hand, you have an internal pull coming 
from these areas, because they're desperately trying to figure out how to get 
people to come to start businesses. So, they have a lot of programs that are 
designed to do that. A lot of times the programs don't work. If nobody wants 
to move there, it doesn't matter how many programs you have and so I see a 
set of pushes and pulls that are going on related to this. The other thing is of 
course that what we're doing right now is an example of how dramatically 
things have changed. When I started my fieldwork in the 1990s, a[n online] 
conversation like we're having wasn't possible. The technology didn't exist to 
do this. It does now. And that makes it also easier for someone to set up a shop 
and live in some place in Iwate prefecture and work remotely. Or still have 
contact with people in other places in Japan or other parts of the world. In a 
way that was simply not possible before. I've noticed how different fieldwork 
is today from what it was. When I first started going there in the 90s, it was 
kind of the old-fashioned style of fieldwork. You go there, you do your work 
for a year and a half and you leave. And maybe you have communication via 
letters. There might have been a few people that I kept email contact with. 
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But in essence, it's like an on-and-off-switch. It's not like that now. This past 
summer, I did a fairly brief study on COVID in the town where I do my re-
search, because a high school student contacted me and she was interested 
in Japan and interested in aging in Japan and as we started working on things 
I thought, “Oh, well, I can set up an opportunity for her to talk to some peo-
ple there.” So, we wound up having basically a focus group session with an 
English language class in Ōshū and the data was so interesting that we got a 
short paper out of it. It just got published. You just couldn't do that before and 
so I think the technologies that have emerged are also changing the nature of 
what it means to even talk about dualities of things like urban and rural. Be-
cause you can live a perfectly cosmopolitan lifestyle in a pretty remote place, 
not just in Japan but in lots of places. Now, I will say part of this is also related 
to the outstanding infrastructure in Japan. You cannot live a cosmopolitan 
lifestyle in many parts of Texas, because there is very little internet access. 
The United States is so large that there are large parts of the country in re-
mote areas that do not have high speed internet. And so, they are not able to 
hook into those cosmopolitan flows in the same way people in rural Japan 
can.

SPR OK, so there are differences between different parts of the world. Because that would have been one of my follow-up ques-
tions of whether we could probably observe the same situation in the US or 
another part of the world. But you just made quite clear that there are some 
specificities in the Japanese countryside, especially concerning this distance 
or proximity so to say to urban lifestyle or urban centers. So, we have talked 
quite a lot about change right now, I would also be interested in the other side 
of the coin, which you mentioned. Consistencies in the countryside. What is 
still rural about Kanegasaki?

JWT Well, it still is agricultural. The overall area is still predomi-nantly characterized by agricultural production. There is a lot 
of rice production. I hesitated a minute there because what I don't know off 
the top my head is in terms of proportion of the economy what that actually 
represents there. Because the problem is, as I talked about in the book, if you 
drive a Toyota Prius it might well have been built in Kanegasaki. There is a 
huge Toyota factory there. And there's a pharmaceutical factory and there's a 
semi-conductor facility. There's a big industrial park that probably accounts 
for most of the local economy rather than agriculture. But if you drive around 
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and look at things, agriculture is everywhere, but also a lot of unused fields 
now, because there is nobody to farm them. So, it's there but it's not at the lev-
el it once was. I think one thing that has remained pretty consistent is the sort 
of close-knit quality of social interactions. People feel very tightly connected 
to their community, their immediate neighborhood. Everybody knows every-
body. The patters of life have a lot of similarities to the way they were 20, 30, 
40 years ago. For example, you don't call up someone and set a time to drop by 
their house. You just drop by their house. And they just stop whatever they're 
doing so they can sit and have tea and eat or whatever and chat with you. 
That's still pretty normal. Another thing that in my experience really hasn't 
changed—it was a very car-oriented society when I was there in the 1990s, 
initially, or even back in the 1980s. Just because there aren't really trains in 
that area except for one train line. So that hasn't really changed too much. 
The other thing I would say is that in general the people conceptualize kin-
ship networks and the way they think about their relationship remains pretty 
consistent. When you talk to someone, I think this is probably true in urban 
areas too, but when you talk to someone about for example their children, 
they still talk about the chōnan, the eldest son, the chōjo, the eldest daughter. 
They think in terms of birth order. They think in terms of inheritances being 
related to birth order. They think in terms of an expectation that a child will 
provide care for parents when they become old and they need help. Now, one 
difference is, it's really an adult child, it's not really the eldest son necessarily. 
And so, although there are still plenty of daughters in law who take care of 
their in-laws, compared to the past that's different, it's actually most likely 
daughters now that provide that care.

SPR Can we attribute that to the demographic decline or is it just because society changed as a whole?

JWT It's both. And what people have told me is that one of the rea-sons for this is the nature of care. A woman said to me once, 
“If you think about that, who would you rather have changing your diaper 
when you're old? A blood relative or a non-blood relative?” And for them, the 
answer was, “a blood relative”. The privacy issue, the discomfort with hav-
ing someone deal with declining bodily functions seems easier to cope with 
when the person is your child as opposed to your in-law. And some of that is 
of course related to the fact that people are living longer now than they ever 
did before. So, they encounter these problems in ways they didn't in the past. 
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I think there are a lot of consistencies, but I would say from my experience 
that pretty much every corner of life in one way is being challenged by the 
demographic changes, the interconnectedness with other parts of the world 
and other parts of the country. All of those things are shaping pretty much 
everything that's going on there in some way or another. I would say that 
there are definitely consistencies, but I think you have an overall context of 
change. I would say that's happening everywhere and it's always happening 
everywhere. The only thing that you can really count on is change. I don't 
really believe there are cultural consistencies in any society that are all that 
meaningful over any significant length of time.

SPR I think that's a good point and I would like to address this ques-tion a bit further, especially when we take a look at the people 
who come back to the countryside or people who start a new life there. In 
your book, you introduce us to a number of interesting entrepreneurs, most 
of whom share one characteristic that they have lived in the city for some 
years and then decided out of various reasons to come back to the country-
side and start a small business there. You also already talked a bit about their 
motivations, but what about I-turners, people who moved to the countryside 
but have lived in the city for all of their lives. They do not have these social 
support structures probably, such as the U-turners might find it when they 
come back to the countryside. Did you observe some important differences in 
that respect as well or did you just focus on U-turners in your studies? 

JWT As you mentioned in our email, you need to talk to Susanne [Klien] about that, because she knows way more about that 
than I do. I haven't run into anybody like that [laughs]. Which is kind of inter-
esting. In terms of my field site, for whatever reason, I haven't bumped into 
someone who did that. So, I don't have a strong perspective on that from a 
data-driven way of looking at things. I just don't know anyone who's done the 
I-turn thing. I know, obviously, as Susanne has talked about it, it is an impor-
tant feature of what is happening in rural parts of Japan, but each of the peo-
ple that I have talked to, and this may be something a little bit self- selecting 
about my informants, but I talk to people who started businesses that it ac-
tually cost a fair amount of money to get it going. And so typically where 
the money came from was either government or their families. And in most 
cases, it was a combination of both. And so, what that did was in terms of the 
people I talked to, when I wound up talking to people who had done a U-turn, 
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because in order to have the resources to start the kind of business they did 
they needed to have the finances to get going. So, there is a guy I didn't talk 
about in the book, I maybe talk briefly about him, he had lived in the city for 
a while and came back to start a pastry shop. He makes sort of Japanese-style 
European-style pastries. He had to build a building for this and it was a fairly 
expensive proposition and his parents came up with the cash for all of that. 
I think in my case at least those people, I'm sure there are people who have 
done the I-turn thing in the area where I do my work, but I just really don’t 
run across them, again partly related to the fact of who I wound up talking to 
were typically people who'd come back to start some kind of significant busi-
ness that required a fair amount of capital to get it going.

SPR And for people who made the U-turn, so to say, did they find the traditional family structures or different social environ-
ment sometimes a bit difficult to adapt to again, because they have lived for 
so many years in the city? So, I suppose there might have been some issues 
concerning that. What did you observe?

JWT The woman who runs the gelato shop, when she moved back, she got really annoyed, because people kept coming by trying 
to set her up for marriage. She doesn't want to be married. She actually told 
me that she thought men are stupid, which I thought was interesting since 
I'm male, but [laughs] she doesn't have much use for men and so she has just 
no interest in marriage. She just had a constant flow of neighbors for a few 
months after she moved back. There are a lot of middle-aged men in rural 
Japan who aren't married. They were trying to set her up. That kind of thing 
was an annoyance for her. The woman who runs the pharmacy—although it 
was her family's pharmacy, it was actually her husband who wanted to move 
back to Ōshū. She didn't. She liked living in the city and she liked as she de-
scribed it the salaryman-type of lifestyle, where she went and did her work, 
came home and did things she wanted to do. The problem with running a 
pharmacy is that it's 24/7. They close at 6 in the evening and they'll be inside 
at seven doing something and someone will knock on the door so that they 
can buy something. You know, there is no stopping of the business. I think 
she has found peace with that. And it really constrains her ability to do things 
that she wants to do. I actually met up with her and her husband in New 
York a couple of years ago, and the reason I was able to do that was because 
the whole country shut down when they did the inauguration stuff for the 
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new emperor. Because their business closed they finally had an opportunity 
to travel which they both love doing. So, I happened to be in that area right 
around the time they were in New York. So, I took the train down to New York 
and spent a day together, which was really nice. She wants to travel, she's 
visited here in Texas. She's a huge baseball fan and, you know, wanted to go 
to a baseball game in the US and we did that. But she just doesn't have time 
to travel as often as she’d like. So that I think for her it is a constraint that 
comes with having moved to that area and taken over the family business. 
On the one hand she gets satisfaction out of that business, on the other hand 
she feels significant constraint preventing her from living a lifestyle that she 
would actually prefer to live.

SPR I see. And this is also connected probably to one of the most interesting binaries I found in your book, which is also some-
how comprehensible for me from my own observations in the Aso region in 
Kyūshū. Which is “female innovation” or “female modernity” vs. “male tradi-
tion”. This is some issue that you kind of work out in your different narratives, 
I would say. So, to what extent do you think this kind of binary can explain the 
strategies taken by your interviewees?

JWT Yeah, that was interesting. You emailed me that and I had to admit I never really quite thought of it that way. It's an inter-
esting observation. I think the issue that kind of arises is—and we see it in 
the guy who has the pizza shop—on the one hand his parents had freed him 
to go off and do what he wants with his life. He's the oldest son. On the other 
hand, he feels a significant pull-back to his parents. And that was part of the 
reason that he wound up starting the pizza shop in the village there. Now, the 
other reason is, the capital wasn't that significant to that, because it's in a his-
torical preservation district and they used an old building. The city paid for 
all of the renovations. All he had to do was come up with the kitchen equip-
ment. Everything else was taken care of and his parents were able to help 
with the kitchen stuff. But he did indicate that there was this kind of mix of 
being pulled as the oldest son with also wanting to start his business. I think 
these stresses were going on with him. I'm not entirely sure if I would think 
of this as a binary and the reason I say that is because I think the women 
I encountered felt that way too. I think they felt pulled to their family. So, 
for example the woman in the gelato shop. She is one of three children, the 
youngest of three children. She is not someone in the sort of traditional struc-
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ture you would imagine taking on the role of atotori or successor and that 
kind of thing. But she is also one of three girls. There was no male offspring 
in that household. The eldest went off and had a career in Tōkyō in advertis-
ing and the middle lives in the United States and so on the one hand it was an 
opportunity for the youngest to go back and start a business. She didn't really 
know what she wanted to do when she moved back. That happened when she 
moved back. But the other part of that she was taking care of her parents. Her 
father died not too long after she got back and so her mother was alone. So, 
the two things are kind of intertwined. I see some of the same kinds of pres-
sures happening for both men of women in terms of family, but I also think 
that the sense in which men feel the responsibility of their status as for ex-
ample eldest son is really looming over them, whereas women may feel more 
able to sort of improvise on that and come up with novel ways to deal with 
feelings of responsibility towards parents. In my head, at least, it hadn't func-
tioned as a binary, but I think that's an interesting observation that you have.

SPR Would you say that the experiences these women made in the cities may have influenced their decisions or their way to look 
into innovative ideas?

JWT Absolutely. I think that's part of what happens that in living in the city they bring back the cosmopolitan identity that they’ve 
cultivated in their urban life. Now, of course, the gelato shop woman is actu-
ally an interesting example of this, because as you said in the introduction, 
she's lived in Europe and studied in Europe how to make cheese and gelato. 
She's very interested in international politics and all sorts of things. Also, I've 
known her a long time and I've noticed in the time that she's moved back, 
she's increasingly picked up the local dialect again. I don't know if it's because 
she's just picking it up again or if at some level she's subconsciously recon-
structing the way she speaks to fit in better in the local environment. It could 
be some combination of those, but her identity is being reconfigured in that 
sort of local feature in terms of dialect she uses and I would say also probably 
her patterns of interaction have changed quite a bit. So, identities change. 
None of us really have a solid identity as we go through life, we're different 
people and she's a different person from the person I first met years ago. And 
part of that's conscious and part of that's adjusting as a business woman to a 
different environment that is unlike Tōkyō in that respect.
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SPR And if you think 30 years back, for example, when you first en-tered the region, would such an ice parlor there be possible. 
And why or why not? 

JWT No, I don't think there would have been...You know, I think, when I go back to that period of time, many of the goods—she 
uses a lot of mostly locally sourced things—that are available now weren't 
available there. Even in the mid-1990s. That means that people's experience 
of that are kind of different. She makes Gouda and Mozzarella, cheeses that 
were not normal thirty years ago. Just processed cheese was normal in Japan 
at that time. I don't think she could have had as much success. Maybe with the 
gelato, that might have been successful. The other problem is that that shop is 
in the middle of nowhere, so it's partly dependent on the capacity of busloads 
of people to stop there on their way to hot springs up in the mountains. That 
might have not been as successful in that respect either. Even the road, to be 
honest with you, if you were to go back to the 1960s, the roads out there would 
not have been passable by busses. There were many that were unpaved. By 
the 1980s everything was paved, but the bullet train isn't going to that area un-
til the I think early to mid-1980s. A train ride from Tōkyō up there was, I think, 
11 hours or something like that, even in the beginning of the 1980s. Now it's 
two and a half. I would say the pizza shop wouldn't have happened, because 
people weren't eating pizza. It would have just been really weird. Pizza is kind 
of fashionable in Japan now. The pharmacy would have operated but not of 
course in the way that it operates now, because there wasn't the need for el-
derly-related services as there is today. I think it's an important observation 
that you have to contextualize these things temporally. Because at one time, 
all of this might work out and at another time it just isn't going to work out. 
Time continues to flow and culture is not something that stagnates. Now we 
can do these things. As I said before, 15 years from now, most of this may not 
be possible anymore, because there may not be enough people to support the 
businesses.

SPR Thanks for that, John. I would like to change the topic a bit. As someone who is currently working on well-being in rural Japan, 
to me your book actually was an inquiry about well-being. I especially want 
to highlight your finding that the majority of entrepreneurs you have talked 
to emphasized that they wanted to be of some help to the local community or 
the local society. We know from Gordon Mathew's research on ikigai that in 



198 Cosmopolitan rurality and changing life in rural Japan

Japan what makes life worth living is often closely linked to society or other 
people in the end. On the other hand, we can clearly see that also personal 
aspirations or individual goals are existent in your interlocutors' narratives. 
So how can we conceptualize this tension between individualistic aspirations 
vis-á-vis the importance of the social contexts as regards to well-being?

JWT That's a great question and I have to say that I hadn't really thought of it quite that way, but I can definitely see how one 
would read it that way. Let me explain a little bit the reason why that comes 
out. I am an American, right? So, entrepreneurialism is a big deal in the 
United States. People talk about it constantly. What I had noticed is when I 
talked about this with people in Japan, they didn't give the same reasons that 
I hear in the United States for becoming an entrepreneur. For Americans, 
becoming an entrepreneur largely first and foremost is to get rich. That's re-
ally the motivating factor. It's to make a pile of money. And then there may 
be some other factor. “Oh, well, I get satisfaction out of starting new things”, 
something like that. That'll be kind of a personal side to it. When I talk to peo-
ple in Japan about it, the money just never was at the forefront of why they 
were doing what they were doing. In fact, the pharmacist, she and I talked 
about that and I asked her and she just laughed and said, “Well, I don't mind 
getting rich.” But that just wasn't the goal. And so, as I thought about that it 
occurred to me that the meaning of being an entrepreneur is different for 
Japanese, at least for the people I've talked to, than it is for Americans that I've 
run across. And it's certainly different in terms of the broad discourse of en-
trepreneurialism in the United States, where it's about making money. That's 
really the thing that's the motivating factor. So, I don't think in my head, I 
exactly conceptualized it as well-being, but I think that's a good way to put 
it, because the reason each of the people that I've spoken to is consistent. I 
don't think I've run across anybody with really a different reason. That they 
started a business, started to do what they were doing was in some sense to 
have some sort of individual satisfaction in their life, to be happy in essence, 
that's what they're looking for is some way to find happiness. The other thing 
that they do, and I think this is a point that you raise that is very important, is 
they contextualize that happiness in terms of the community that they're in. 
It isn't simply individual personal satisfaction and happiness, it's individual 
happiness embedded in a social context. And so, there is a kind of a feed-
back loop that goes on in terms of, “ok, this makes me happy, but this helps 
the community, which makes me happy”. And this is how I see a big part of 
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what goes on in Japan. When I think about social interactions in Japan, and 
I sort of contrast them at least to the way Americans typically function, it’s 
that Japanese have a natural other-orientedness. That does not mean they 
are not interested in themselves. I absolutely reject the idea of Japanese col-
lectivism, that's bullshit. They are not a collectivist society. There is plenty of 
individualism around in Japan and all you have to do is go look at some Zen 
monks sitting in a cave staring at a wall for 40 years to know there's plenty 
of individualism in Japan. But the individualism is embedded in a sense that 
everything you do is reflected and tied to the people around you. And what 
that creates is a kind of having your antenna up to the things going on around 
you and a tendency that kind of constructs a sense of well-being in terms of 
those social linkages. The difference is where the ideology is. In Japan the 
ideological side emphasizes that kind of connectedness, while in the US the 
ideological side tends to emphasize the individuality. But both sides are doing 
both things. It's more like a continuum than a binary. And so, what I think 
people do at my field site (at least), is when they talk about the sort of, when 
they create a story of their well-being, they create that story in terms of tropes 
that are operating that emphasize the community in some way. That's often 
how they do it. And of course, this is overtly there in places like Kanegasaki 
where they talk about machizukuri, which is town making. So, in some ways 
a framework is created that they can situate themselves into to use, but they 
also believe it. It's not that it's just that they're parroting the things that the 
local government is saying. They also see that as being part of what they are 
doing. For me, it's an interesting observation to think about it as well-being 
and I think this is really related to a sense of taking individual identity, which 
is very important, but situating it in terms of how what one does influences 
and is reflected in the experiences of other people and the well-being of other 
people in the community.

SPR Would you say that this is something typical of the countryside you have observed or would we also encounter this relation in 
a city, in Tōkyō for example? 

JWT I don't know. When I spend time in Tōkyō, I'm usually kind of 
isolated, so I don't really do fieldwork in Tōkyō, so I'm not sure 

I can make a good comparison. I might though go back to Ted Bestor's book 
Neighborhood Tōkyō which of course now is very old, but I think those ele-
ments are operating in that book in many ways. My own opinion is that this 
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is a component of Japanese society in terms of how people think about social 
interactions and how they think about identities being embedded in some 
ways in these social contexts. But I think it plays out differently in different 
places in the country. Again, I don't think you can make a neat urban-rural 
duality here, because I think Tōkyō is a different kind of urbanity than Sendai. 
Sendai is a big city, but it's not Tōkyō; it's a different environment. I think it 
plays itself out in different ways in different contexts. And certainly, a city like 
Tōkyō which has a lot of transient people, including Japanese who are there 
for a few years for education and maybe work, but then they go somewhere 
else. That's going to happen in a different way there and have different kinds 
of meaningfulness. The sense of what is a community, probably, will turn out 
to be quite different in an environment like Tōkyō as opposed to an environ-
ment like Kanegasaki.

SPR I think that's a good point and it's also a good point or a good closing discussion. Unfortunately, the time is already over for 
our discussion. So now, I would also like to give the audience the opportunity 
to give some comments on the book or ask a question directly to John.

JWT Thanks for that, Sebastian, that was a really great conversation, I enjoyed it.

SPR  I enjoyed it very much, thank you.
Q1  I first wanted to thank you for this excellent talk, I really en-

joyed it very much. I wanted to refer to something you dis-
cussed earlier on. You said that you noticed how technology like we're talking 
about right now, had influenced your ways of doing research and I was inter-
ested to know, if you also noticed some influences on people's ways of life, 
when you did your interviews. What I'm really interested in, is, did you notice 
any changes due to technology or our current way of being able to talk to each 
other, to people's social networks or the composition or the size of peoples' 
networks? Or changes in how people communicate with each other?

JWT It's an interesting question. On the one hand, it definitely chang-es in a sense that for example people have constant cell phone 
use; everybody has a cell phone, right? Just the ability to communicate...I'll 
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give you a little example. This is sort of sadly comical, but it was still pretty 
funny. There is an apartment up above the gelato shop and I stay there and I 
often go out. And if I'm going to be out, I pick things up for the woman who 
runs the shop and I was out getting tomatoes, because she makes tomato sor-
bet, which is surprisingly good. While I’m out I get a call on my cell phone 
from her. And she's like, “John, you need to come home. Right away.” And 
she's talking really fast. I was not really following what she's saying, but I 
know the word “police is in there” and I'm thinking, “Ah, shit. I must've been 
speeding. The police are after me. They are at the gelato shop. They're going 
to arrest me.” So, I get there and that's not what happened. What actually hap-
pened was that a customer drove her car through the front of the shop and so 
it was quite a shock to everybody. I got there, the car was still sitting half-way 
in the shop and halfway out of the shop. The capacity to rapidly communicate 
that to me, ask me to come back. That simply wasn't there when I started 
fieldwork. Communication has changed dramatically in the last 25 years or 
so. There is no question about that. On the other hand, I think, people retain 
components of traditional communication patterns, where they just drop by 
on each other all the time. And they bring vegetables. There is like a whole 
economy in free vegetables in rural Japan as they move around from house 
and house. People wind up with 5000 cucumbers and they don't know what 
to do with them. That still persists. That's kind of another form of communi-
cation. I see a kind of layering of this. When you talk about technology, tech-
nology is kind of a complicated term. We tend to use it to mean “computers”, 
but cars are technology too, right? The automobile has dramatically changed 
lifeways in that area as it has everywhere. This technology which we're using 
right now? I don't know the answer to that question, because this just hap-
pened. This is because of COVID. As a result, I really don't know what's going 
on in those areas in terms of how that's changing social interactions. One of 
you needs to go study that, ok? Because I think it's a really important thing 
right now to think about how does the pandemic and then the technology that 
emerged because of the pandemic change the way people interact? That's just 
an open question right now.

Q2  First of all, thank you very much, Mr. Traphagan for the inter-
esting insights on rural Japan. What role does sustainability or 

the awareness of sustainability play now in Japanese society? Or might play 
in the future regarding going back to rural areas and try to set up businesses 
over there? For example, when I think of Europe or the US, green farming is a 
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huge thing. People living in the cities and buying old farmhouses, renovating 
them. Is there an awareness of sustainability at the moment and what about 
the future? 

JWT There's a lot of awareness of it and a lot of thinking about it. I would say that the meaning of the word “sustainability” may 
be broader for Japanese. At least in the area where I do my research. Because 
what needs to be sustained is not simply the environment, but the society 
itself with the population decline. I think for them the concept of sustaina-
bility is, “How do we sustain a livable world here? Keep the economy going?” 
Part of it is also thinking about environmental questions. As I mentioned a 
little bit earlier, there is a lot of interest in organic farming. In another part of 
Japan that I've gone to, Niigata, one of the things they are doing is encourag-
ing farmers to do organic farming in part for the purpose of creating luxury 
products that they can sell at higher prices, because that helps to sustain the 
farming industry which is in trouble in Japan. There are quite a few housing 
banks, for example, in many rural parts of the country now. There are like 
eight million empty abodes in Japan. That's not an exaggeration, that's the 
actual number. What that means is that there are empty houses all over the 
place. And local governments are basically giving those houses to people who 
are willing to renovate them. In part because of the problems of tearing down 
a house is expensive, particularly when you have to get into remediation of 
things like asbestos. And so, what they do is that they basically give these 
houses to people and then in doing that they're shifting over the responsibil-
ity to people to renovate the building and deal of whatever kind of problems 
and they provide money to support the renovation of the building. The other 
thing that you are seeing is, in US we often tend to do things on a fairly large 
scale and what you're seeing in Japan with solar power—I’m seeing a lot of 
little local solar farms. So, there'll be a little neighborhood and one plot of 
land in that neighborhood has a whole bunch of solar panels on it that are 
feeding the houses in that neighborhood. And that's a model that's happening 
fairly frequently. There're solar farms sprouting up all over the place. Part of 
that's related to sustainability, but part of that's also related to the problem 
that Japan has with being way too dependent on nuclear power. The disaster 
10 years ago alerted everybody to the fact that maybe building nuclear power 
plants on the most seismic reactive place on the planet is just not real smart. 
They've been moving in this direction. There's a lot of interest in that to be 
sure and I think this is something that someone really ought to do a study 
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on—for example to think about what it means to talk about sustainability for 
people in Japan or in a part of Japan, because I'm not convinced that it means 
the same thing that it might mean to me as an American or you as European. 
I think they may conceptualize it differently, but it's a great question. 

Q3  Thank you very much for taking the time and for the insightful 
talk. Did you see any indications during your field research that 

the prejudice or the bias against the Tōhoku region influenced in some way 
the change that you describe in your book? 

JWT That's an interesting question. I'm not sure I really have an answer to that one. I don't think I ever encountered anything 
about that really. I never really spoke to anyone about it as far as I can remem-
ber. I think that prejudice is waning in many ways. I don't think it's the same 
that it was 30 years ago. There's that image of Tōhoku as being backwards and 
that's still there. But there's another side of it, where there are a lot of people 
who are really attracted not to live there necessarily, but they go there for 
weekends, because they like the beauty of the place and that sort of thing. 
A lot of people from the big cities will do that. I would say that the way that 
Tōhoku is constructed is in some ways changing for urbanites that don't see 
it necessarily quite the way that they did in the past. And, of course, the way 
it is is also changing as those urbanites move back or move into that area. It's 
reconfiguring itself as a different kind of place and that's part of the idea of 
cosmopolitan rurality. I don't think that binary is as strong as it used to be, 
even from a conceptual perspective, forgetting about the analytical side of it.

Q4  Thank you very much for the talk, it was really interesting. I'm 
definitely going to read the whole book now, which I haven't 

done so far unfortunately. One thing that really resonated strongly with me 
from your talk is how you explained how entrepreneurship is a socially em-
bedded concept, socially embedded in local communities. I wrote a book on 
local interpretations on agricultural politics and policies in Japan which has 
looked at similar phenomena. One thing I wanted to ask is that at least from 
the agricultural and political side I noticed that different concepts of what 
entrepreneurship should look like are socially embedded, certainly, but there 
is no single right interpretation of what an entrepreneurship does. It's actu-
ally at least in agriculture a quite contested field that has politically charged 
concepts of what entrepreneurships do and what is right and what is wrong. 
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I wanted to ask if you have encountered this sort of conflicts about right and 
wrong approaches to doing business, being a community-oriented entrepre-
neur in your research. 

JWT That's another really good question. I don't know that I really ran across the sense of right and wrong. I do think there are 
ideas in different societies about what the right way to be an entrepreneur is 
and then other things that they may argue is or isn’t the right way to do it or 
the right motivation. I'm not sure that it's too strong, I think one has to put 
it into the context of this perceived crisis of demographics. And so, I think 
local governments are at the point right now where anything anybody is will-
ing to do there is something they are willing to talk about it. Because if it's 
something that will generate the opportunity for people to stay or will help 
the local economy, then, ok if you want to call it entrepreneurialism, fine, do 
whatever you want to do, we'll help. That's really the mindset that I see right 
now, because there is this perception of a crisis they are facing because of 
the depopulation. They are also struggling to make things happen that they 
want to have happen. This international linear collider which is associated 
with CERN in Switzerland, it isn't happening. They have been talking about 
it. They decided on the place and the Japanese government won't commit to 
paying for it. That's a real problem for people in that area, because they see 
in a sense their salvation as a community in putting that piece of big science 
in there. Because what that'll do is it will stimulate the economy, it's going 
to bring in loads of people, interestingly a lot of people from other parts of 
the world, not necessarily just from Japan, which will change the whole na-
ture of the place. And I think they see that as potentially stimulating a lot of 
entrepreneurial activity in the businesses that surround it. But it's just not 
happening. At least for the people there, I don't want to make much of a gen-
eralization about this, but the people there in government at least and the 
people surrounding are pretty willing to buy into anything someone wants to 
define as being entrepreneurial, because they perceive of their...it's not really 
even long-term at this point, it's short-term, 10 to 15 years in the future, as be-
ing quite problematic. Again, I think this is the issue of how context changes 
the way people use these kinds of ideas. And for people there the context is 
precarious. They're just trying for ways to stimulate new ideas. From an an-
alytical perspective the point you raise is really important, because the word 
entrepreneurialism gets used in lots and lots of different ways, but it does not 
mean the same thing to say a government official or to someone who wants to 
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start a business. It does not mean the same thing, as I point out in the book, 
in different cultural contexts. Also, the way it's perceived is different. In the 
United States, being an entrepreneur is perceived as a very positive sort of 
thing. That is not necessarily the case everywhere. That notion that it's good 
to be an entrepreneur, that can also be perceived as being very self-centered 
and so I think the nature of the meaning of that has to be contextualized in 
terms of what you are looking at.

Q5  Thank you very much for the interesting talk and the discussion 
at this early hour. I was wondering, in the book you described 

spatial social depolarization or the pathway to a cosmopolitan rurality as a 
process that is continuously constructed by locals to reflect their desires and 
hopes for life now and in the future. It seems that this is probably very much 
a focus on the entrepreneurs that you're looking at, but how would you see 
the non-entrepreneurs in the community. Do you think they also have such 
a clear and conscious vision of what their community is supposed to be and 
also how do you see this in relation to the global corporations that come into 
the community? Don't you think that they also have a maybe much more pow-
erful voice in shaping the community than the small business entrepreneurs 
themselves. What is your view on that and how do you integrate that into your 
framework? 

JWT I think in terms of conceptualizing the community you get lots and lots of different perspectives. As you say, the perspective of 
Toyota is going to be different from the perspective of the mayor of the town, 
perhaps, or somebody living in a village in the town. The Toyota factory has 
been there for a long time so it's very much a part of life in the area, but many 
of the people who work in the Toyota factory, particularly managers, are tran-
sient. They are there for few years and then they leave—and then production 
line people, there are a lot of locals who do that. So, I think the conception of 
what the factory does is different for people who are long-term residents as 
opposed to managerial people. You said an interesting thing. You said, “what 
the community is supposed to be.” I think what I see there is more an ongoing 
co-construction of that. I'm not sure anybody knows exactly what the commu-
nity is supposed to be. I think it's a constantly changing thing and they know 
it's constantly changing. They are aware of that and they are thinking about 
that. What I think is going on is that you have a variety of competing interests 
that come to play and, in some ways, they cooperate and, in some ways, they 
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compete, but they are all engaged in nudging whatever that community is in 
various directions. But it's a process, it's not a thing. There's nothing you can 
actually grab on to and say, “This is the community”, at any given point in 
time. It's just this flowing thing that's being constantly redefined. I think they 
are very aware of that process, which in some ways may be different from say 
50 years ago. I think some people were aware of that 50 years ago, but I think 
a lot of people maybe weren't thinking too much about it in daily life. And a 
lot of people are thinking about it now. I talk to people and they are aware 
of the demographic problems they are facing. They are aware of economic 
issues and they're consciously thinking about being engaged in that process 
of redefining whatever this place is. Even if they don't know exactly what it 
means. They don't know what the redefinition might turn out to be, but they 
are engaged in that and they are engaged in that partly because local gov-
ernments pull people into it. The international linear collider, I mean that's 
a big local thing. They do things like have contests in elementary schools to 
draw pictures of it. They are trying to engage people into this to think about 
the direction that the place is going. I don't think there is really a definition 
of community that can be latched on to in any way. I think what's happening 
is the community itself as a process that has all these different stakeholders 
involved in it. And really the question is—kind of back to the question earli-
er about sustainability—how to create an environment that in some way is a 
sustainable environment for people to live in. That includes the natural side 
of things, that includes the business side of things, and also things like enter-
tainment. The problem is that there is nothing to do there for a lot of people. 
And so, they leave. And particularly younger people; that's the issue with the 
demographics—It isn't just related to a low birth rate, it's also that if you grow 
up there and you want to do something different from the range of opportu-
nities in Kanegasaki, you need to go somewhere else to do it. The other thing 
is that at this point because people are so tied into these larger flows, part 
of what is community there is also getting defined in these. I can give you 
a good example of this. I guess that nobody other than me is a baseball fan 
in this group, right? Europeans don't like baseball. Baseball is the American 
sport, but it's also the Japanese sport. Along with soccer historically it's the 
number one sport in Japan. So, one of the professional baseball teams in the 
United States is located in Los Angeles, they are called the Angels. There is a 
player on the Angels, his name is Shōhei Ōtani. He grew up in Ōshū. In fact, 
my son played Little League baseball with him in Ōshū, when he was a kid. 
He's become an international star. He was a huge star in professional baseball 
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in Japan. When he came to the US to play in major league baseball, he won 
rookie of the year in the first year. People from that community have gathered 
around him and he has become symbolic of their community in many ways. 
As a kind of representation of who they are. They talk a lot about his charac-
ter as somehow reflecting something about that place, but also that they are 
embedded in these international flows. This one individual is having a fairly 
profound influence in terms of thinking about what it means for that place 
to be a community. I am not sure if I am answering your question very well, 
but I think part of the reason I struggle with answering that is because it's just 
this constantly reconstructing thing that's going on there. There isn't really a 
community to talk about in some respects, but it’s getting tied into these other 
things like a baseball player who grew up there, who's playing in the United 
States and who's become a big star in the United States.

Q6  Thanks for the nice talk. I did not read the whole book, only the 
introduction of it. You mentioned that the basic act for promot-

ing small enterprises by the government in 2014, which was made to facili-
tate the creation of entrepreneurial ecosystems. Have you seen some actual 
effects of this policies in your area? Were there provided detailed measures 
to address challenges that business operators are facing? Were they corre-
sponding to something that actually was useful in Kanegasaki? 

JWT That's a good question. Yes and no. The pizza shop that we have mentioned is actually built in a house that is about 200 
years old. And it’s part of a historical preservation district. The pizza shop is 
a product of government investment into the historical preservation district, 
but also into the business. They want things like that. They want to create a 
business like that. The shop is quite interesting. He serves pizza, but he also 
serves traditional local food. So, tourists who come in can try some sort of 
interesting local food or they can have a pizza. What I've seen is that locals 
who go there seem to often have pizza and tourists often have the traditional 
food. That's an example for something that's worked quite well. On the other 
hand, the woman who runs the little novelty shop that I talk about in one of 
the chapters—the entire street that she's located on was intended to be revi-
talized through a government program and it just utterly failed. Her business 
is the only one that survives and most of the buildings along that street are 
empty. And so, it's variable how this works out and I don't know exactly why 
that failed, but I think a big part of the reason it failed is because that part of 
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town is hollowing out in terms of population. There just aren't enough people 
there and there's also nowhere to park. It's all these cramped-in buildings and 
there's just nowhere to put your car. If you're going shopping, you are going 
to go shop at the bypass road that goes around the city and has big parking 
lots with strip malls. As much as they tried it didn't work out. What happens is 
that some of these programs will work quite well, if the context is a good con-
text and then another program will just fail because they didn't really think 
through what people need in terms of taking advantage of the businesses they 
get produced there. This one shop is going to go out of business. I know the 
woman pretty well, she started another shop, actually in another city in a big 
shopping mall, because she realized that she wasn't going to maintain it for 
much longer. And if she wanted to keep doing that she was going to have to 
have a second store. There used to be a lot of people there and now if I go, 
there's nobody ever in this store. So, I think it's quite variable to the extent to 
which government involvement works. They are not all necessarily experts in 
things like redevelopment and so they make mistakes.

Q7  Thank you very much for taking your time and answering this 
last question. I will try to be very brief and thank you also for 

your wonderful talk. I am very interested as I am doing my fieldwork in an 
urban setting, but I know the area you’re talking about a little bit. I've been 
there for some days and spend some time there, especially in the little bit 
northern town of Kitakami. I think in your introduction of the book, you were 
hinting to the point that there is this strong entanglement between what is 
feeling rural and what is feeling urban and this interconnectedness is some-
how redefining what it means. Especially regarding to what you told us about 
entrepreneurship and the new possibilities that can be found on the country-
side. I have to think about the other side of this coin. It's, “The urban dream 
not working anymore. The urban dream not coming true anymore.” Like 
going to Tōkyō, maybe wanting to be successful there, but finding a not very 
good working environment. You don't get a good job, but you get some precar-
ious working conditions and so on and so on. And then it's kind of a possibil-
ity to, even if it's still precarious in the countryside, you might get a little bit 
more of leeway or yoyū, because the local elites and the local conservatives 
are weak by this depopulation. They are kind of maybe more willing to accept 
new things because they are kind of standing against the wall. I think it's very 
interesting to see also how this is more a process, a circle of people moving 
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around and finding their niche, their spot. I'm very interested if you can say a 
little bit more about this interconnectedness.

JWT That's a great observation. I think what you describe is right on the mark. I think some people become disillusioned with life 
in the big cities and they want to find something else, where maybe they do 
have a stronger sense of community. Or, where they can just talk to someone 
in government. In Kanegasaki it used to be that I could just walk up in the 
city hall, walk up to the mayor's office and say, “Hi, I'm here.” I would have a 
conversation with the mayor if he had the time. That's not going to happen 
in Tōkyō. And so, the capacity of people to be directly engaged with local 
government is much higher in places like Kanegasaki. So, if you want to start 
a business and you want government help, it's much easier to do. I think 
that's one thing that's kind of a pull and also a push out of the urban areas. 
The other thing that I have been told by several people, several women, is 
that part of the reason that they started the business was the problem of 
the glass ceiling. Women told me they couldn't be their own boss, no matter 
what they did in Tōkyō. The glass ceiling was actually very low. One woman 
told me that she wanted to pursue her own interests, do things the way she 
wanted to do them, and in her case for example one of the things that she 
wants to do is hire other women. She doesn't want to hire men to work in 
her shop. She can't do that in Tōkyō, it just wasn't possible for her. But it is 
possible out in Kanegasaki. One of the things that it has done for her is that it 
empowered her not only to run a business, but to really run her life the way 
that she wants to run it and to develop things in a direction that she finds 
appealing and interesting. That just wasn't possible in Tōkyō. I think you are 
right on the mark. There is this push also that is coming behind as for some 
people. I think it's not necessarily there for everyone. I think some people 
would just see an opportunity and they jump at it. This actually was at the 
very beginning of the research project the question that I started with. I was 
curious about what kinds of obstacles women who want to start businesses 
run across. That was the starting point of the whole thing. And then the pro-
ject went in its own direction as they always do. But what I did find was that 
in several cases it wasn't so much that the women were having obstacles in 
starting their businesses out in Iwate. But they were having obstacles to con-
tinuing their careers and developing their careers in the city. So, Iwate then 
became attractive, because there was opportunity there for them to do what 
they wanted. I think it's a really important observation and again I think 
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that's an area where somebody could develop an interesting project, if they 
wanted to look into that kind of question.

SPR Thank you again very much for taking your time to talk with us. It seems that we have kept you awake well and that's probably 
a good sign in the middle of the night. It really was a pleasure to discuss all 
these aspects with you. We also had many questions from the audience, so I 
suppose that many of this class will read your book during Easter holiday and 
that's it from my side.

JWT Let me just thank all of you for all of your great questions. I really appreciated it and if you do decide to read the book, don't 
hesitate to email me with more questions. I am more than happy to engage in 
more conversation. 
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