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Strained agricultural farming under the stress of
youths’ career selection tendencies: a case study
from Hokkaido (Japan)
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Although job availability in Japan is at its highest in 24 years, the unemployment rate has

remained unchanged. On one hand, certain fields are saturated with employees while on the

other hand, the rural areas of Hokkaido are in desperate need of agricultural workers. At the

same time, the aging population in Japan is an emerging challenge. The flat unemployment

rate in conjunction with the rapidly aging farmers’ population can possibly reduce the food

self-sufficiency rate, raise Japan’s dependency for international food products and increase

import expenses. Thus, these factors can tip the socio-economic balance of the struggling

economy. For the present research, different surveys were conducted not only in various

farming corporations of Hokkaido but also 20 farmers were directly contacted and inter-

viewed. In addition, adolescents’ (aged 16–18 years) career choices were studied through

questionnaires administered to 157 students at Hokkaido’s Sapporo Kaisei Secondary School.

It was found that, in rural areas of Hokkaido, relocation of youth to the cities is probably the

main cause of the shortage of workers. In Sapporo city, among adolescents who had already

chosen a career path, around 76% wanted to enter the science and technology field. This

trend can result in intense competition and “saturation” in science and technology fields and

many vacant slots in the others related to agricultural farming. This behavior is probably

maintaining the unemployment rate, regardless of the number of job vacancies. In addition,

according to our survey, considering career paths, parents and teachers provide general

guidance that has very little influence on adolescents’ career decisions. So, a more detailed

career counseling is suggested.
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Introduction

Overall the world’s working-age population (between 15 to
64) shows a rising trend (Eberstadt, 2010). However, this
increase will mainly be concentrated in the less developed

areas of the world (Cohen, 2006). In the more developed regions
of the world, the working-age population is projected to decline
(Bermingham, 2001). Japan is among the nations with the highest
percentage of the population aged 65 or older. In Japan, around
2000, there were 4 working-age individuals per one elderly per-
son, however, by 2050 this ratio will be 1.7 to 1 (where 1.7
represents the average of working individual and 1 represents the
person over 65 years of age) (Bermingham, 2001). Considering
family support, Japan has a long tradition of the “combined
family system” in which support flows from married children to
older parents. However, now with the increasing trend of singles
living with their parents in many cases support is flowing from
the older to the younger (Nishi and Kan, 2006). In recent times,
not only is there a rapid increase in the aged population, but the
total size of the population has started to decrease. This kind of
demographic imbalance has started to show its impacts on the
country’s economy.

Japan’s social security system mainly includes pension schemes
and medical plans. Now there is a rapid increase in these expenses
with the passage of time. Since their launch, Japan’s pension
schemes were established on the principle of “reserve financing”.
Just in 37 years, from 1965 to 2002, the reserve fund amount for
all the public pension schemes grew from zero to roughly one-
third of the GDP. Despite this capital accumulation, the current
rapid aging population coupled with the combination of changes
in the social security system has required the government to move
away from reserve financing to pay-as-you-go financing using
tax revenues. With the passage of time, in the public pension
schemes, there is an increasing transfer component, which
questions the intergenerational equity, prompting further policy
changes so that Japan’s system is fair to the young workers (IPSS,
2014). The amount allocated to the medical care plans has risen
continuously and these days the costs have escalated because of
the unusually high rate of hospitalization.

The aging population ultimately affects labor market institu-
tions and policies. There are numerous ways to help offset rising
pension and health system costs: (i) Equality of employment
opportunities coupled with improved working conditions so that
older workers can help to alleviate the negative effects of the
declining labor workforce. (ii) An extension of the retirement age.
(iii) An enhanced role of women in the labor force. (iv) Immi-
gration can also have an effect on population age structures;
however, it seems highly unlikely that it can fully compensate for
a declining labor force.

For points (i)–(iii), one also needs to consider the “type of job”.
As compared to normal office work, agriculture and construction
industry jobs are more physically challenging and may need more
input from young male workers.

As for point (iv), international migration’s effect on population
age structures is usually small, though not always negligible
(United Nations, 2001). Usually, the migrants add to the younger
population as they are in their young adult age and have children.
However, a sustained influx of migrants is required in order to
have a long-term effect on the age structure of a population. In
countries with below-replacement fertility (such as Japan), in
order to offset the reduction of population numbers, a much
higher level of immigration will be required compared to the
currently managed influx (United Nations, 2001). This argument
would also hold for Europe, where the gap between dependents
(over 64 years) and the working (15–64 years) is widening with
the passage of time (COEC, 2007). On the other hand, the huge
influx of immigrants required to maintain the constant ratio

between those aged over 65 and the working-age population
would not be sustainable. The population growth would mainly
be governed by the new immigrants and their descendants and
this scenario underestimates the fact that the ongoing population
ageing process has its own inbuilt powerful momentum, so that a
rapid population increase to compensate the aging population
would have unsustainable consequences (Coleman, 2006). Also,
permanent immigration may result in political, economic and
social tension in the host country (Yamanaka, 1993).

For Japan, the aging population is an emerging social challenge
(Yashiro, 1997; Suzuki, 2006). For a sustainable society, the bal-
ance between the working-age (15–65) and the dependent
population (aged 1–15 and >65) is always important to maintain
(Kaneko et al., 2008). The increase in the dependent population
may tip the socio-economic balance, creating additional problems
for a struggling economy (Villanueva, 2000). Japan has amended
its labor laws, and is now allowing foreign workers into the
country; however, there remains an uncertainty as to whether it
will be possible to sustain the flow of workers as expected. Japan
has a very different culture and language from the rest of the
world and mostly there remains a gap between the freshly hired
foreign employees and the local company employees. It has been
observed that this gap usually widens with the passage of time
and mostly results in job termination. So, it is important that
along with flexible immigration policies, countries should attempt
to wield their indigenous working-age population in the most
effective way. This can become possible by understanding the
current career selection trends of youth and trying to find solu-
tions accordingly.

In conjunction with aging, an emerging challenge for Japan is
that there is a huge competition in certain jobs (related to the
applied sciences), while others (related to natural sciences and social
science) are in heavy need of a workforce (Usman and Tomimoto,
2013). It has been recently observed that regardless of the number
of jobs, the nationwide unemployment rate remains flat (JT, 2016)
and recent data shows a slight increase in the unemployment rate
(JT, 2018). This aspect, the link between saturation and competition
in a certain field to the current overall flat unemployment rate
needs further investigation and it has been explored in this research.
For the current research, we have selected farming as a test career
profession and Hokkaido as our study area.

In Japan, >60% of the farmer population is aged above 65. The
rapidly aging farming society in Japan would not only decrease
Japan’s food self-sufficiency percentage but also result in a low
domestic farming business and consequently reduced collection
of revenues. Also, this not only has potential to raise Japan’s
international dependency for food but will result in increased
import expenses. Although, with the decreasing number of
farmers, the number of farming corporations is increasing
(Hosoyama, 2011) and it seems an alternative to the aging farmer
population. Most of the farming companies are located close to
the cities, as there is a higher chance to find workers and ease to
reach the main market. However, the reality on the ground is that
even staying in the vicinity of urban areas, the farming cor-
porations are having a hard time securing young employees. Also,
another reality is that farmers do not feel comfortable handing
over their lands to farming corporations as there is a general
perception that farming corporations are business entities that
prioritize high profit at the expense of land conditions and fer-
tility. Francks et al. (1999) reported that in Japan, farm house-
holds are not able to reproduce themselves and the lands lie
abandoned. However, recently, not only just in the remote
farming areas, but also close to the cities, the problem of aging has
become so serious that the abandoning of not only farmlands but
now even houses is quite prominent.
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Compared to Japan’s food self-sufficiency hovers at only 38%
(Kinezuka and De Wit, 2020), Hokkaido is an agricultural pro-
vince with a food self-sufficiency rate of 200% (DAHG, 2017). We
have selected Hokkaido for the present research because the
management area per farm household is about 14 times as large
as that of other prefectures and Hokkaido is considered the “food
basket” of Japan. Farming is one of the major contributors to the
prefecture’s economy. However, Hokkaido follows the nationwide
decline in the number of young farmers. The breakdown by age of
farmers indicates that those aged 65 or older account for 65% of
the total but those aged 40 or younger account for only 10%,
showing a remarkable imbalance (MAFFJ, 2017). The farmers’
corporations we surveyed confirm that farmers are in desperate
need of workers. Meanwhile in Sapporo (the major city of
Hokkaido), there is much competition for jobs related to science
and technology or those jobs that will provide chances to remain
in the city.

For Hokkaido, there are government research institutions that
provide statistical data (DAHG, 2017; Ministry of Agriculture,
Forestry and Fisheries, 2018) and some previous literatures pro-
vide an insight into the prefecture’s farming (Nihei, 1991; Hos-
oyama, 2011; Hosoyama, 2013; Koshiyama, 2019; Shin and Kim,
2019). However, no study to date had combined data on farming
with youth career choice tendencies. Career choice can result in
psychological, physical and socio-economic inequalities that
persist well beyond youth into an individual’s adult life
(Robertson, 2014; Bubic and Ivaniševi, 2016). So, it is important
to understand youth career choices alongside the current chal-
lenges in farmers’ lives. The purpose of the current research is to
explore the impacts of relocation and the career selection ten-
dencies and perception of young people living in the city about
agriculture, the major source of income for their prefecture. This
can help to design policies to motivate youth about the oppor-
tunities available in farming and rural life and can be a con-
tributing factor to balancing the unemployment rate and
advancing the sustainable society of Japan.

This article is based on our novel research, which is the first to
directly approach the youth in high school and full-time farmers
in the villages of Hokkaido to draw conclusions by directly
interacting with both of these sectors of society. Surveys were
conducted to various farming corporations in Hokkaido as well as
to 20 farmers, who were directly contacted and interviewed.
Meanwhile, youth of Sapporo Kaisei Secondary School were
approached through questionnaires.

Our research data indicates that the adolescents in Sapporo
have no intent to adopt farming as a career path. Our research
suggests that the misinformation related to the farming profes-
sion combined with fascination of youth with the science and
technology-related jobs (nearly all such jobs are available in the
cities) are the main factors that cause youth to move away from
the farming profession. Additionally, a demand for farming-
related vocational institutes is nearly non-existent.

Here, we review and discuss demographic variables, farming,
the educational system, the social perception of vocational insti-
tutes, and the current career guidance system in Japan and finally
suggest some possible solutions to raise the students’ interest in
agriculture farming and in related vocational training institutes.

Literature review
A review of demographic variables in Japan. The aging popu-
lation has become an important social and economic issue in
Japan. The population of Japan is 126.71 million as of October
2017. The people above the age of 65 are 35.15 million, which
constitutes around 27% of the total population and it is predicted
that the population will fall below 100 million by 2053. According

to UN data, the ratio of young (aged 15–24) accounts for only
12.3% of the total population in Japan. In comparison, it is 26%
across the world (Yokoyama and Birchley, 2020). According to
government statistics, in Japan, the life expectancy at birth for
females is higher than males; i.e., 87.14 for females and 80.94 for
males and is predicted to increase by 2065 by which time females
will have a 91.35 year life expectancy and males 84.95 years
(Cabinet Office, 2018). It is quite alarming that the yearly birth
rate in Japan has fallen continuously since 1975. While the
longevity of the women is increasing their fertility rate is
decreasing, with the average age of women giving birth to their
first child being 30.7 years old. The cited reasons are that child-
birth includes the financial burden of raising and educating
children, problems conceiving (Usman and Tomimoto, 2013) and
wishing to pursue a career and getting married at a later age.
Presently (2017), the percentage of the 65–69-year-old labor force
to the overall population is 45.3%, and this has increased year-on-
year since 2004 (Yokoyama and Birchley, 2020).

Agricultural farming in Japan. During the post-World War II
economic boom in Japan, agriculture faced a decline. New poli-
cies created a large dependency on imported foods. Owing to
neoliberal trade strategies since the 1980s, small and medium-
scale farmers have been forced to compete with large-scale
farmers and the import of agricultural products has accelerated
(Kinezuka and De Wit, 2020). This has added another factor to
the list of reasons (which include ageing, relocation, fascination
with city life: these factors have also been explored in detail in the
present research) that have caused a significant decline in farming
in Japan. Now Japan’s food self-sufficiency rate at 38% is dismally
low (Kinezuka and De Wit, 2020). Hokkaido is the biggest pre-
fecture in Japan by area, with 1,145,000 ha of arable land, which
accounts for 26% of Japan’s total (Ministry of Agriculture, For-
estry and Fisheries, 2018). The management area per farm
household in Hokkaido is about 14 times as large as elsewhere in
Japan, averaging 27.1 ha. The numbers in cooperative and cor-
poration farming have been increasing recently (Hosoyama,
2011). However, in Hokkaido, where the rate of family farming is
98%, farms become short of workers when the management area
exceeds 20 ha (Nihei, 1991). The declining trend in the number of
farmers has been observed throughout Japan. Similarly, in Hok-
kaido, the management area per farm household is tending to
increase rapidly. If the current farmers decline rate stays
unchecked and continues to grow at the same pace then it is
predicted that core farmers in some areas will need to expand
their manageable land area to 50 ha by 2030 (Hosoyama, 2013).
This will have far-reaching effects on the country’s basic food
production self-sufficiency, as the necessary skill and manpower
needed to grow basic food crops like rice is vanishing with the
passage of time (Hosoyama, 2011). With the current outbreak of
coronavirus (Covid-19), many countries are closing their borders
and the food supply chain is under strain (Cullen, 2020). The
concept of social distancing and quarantining is affecting the food
processing and production capabilities of numerous food
exporting countries. Though the current issue may look tem-
porary, now it is time to think about the promotion of domestic
agriculture so that Japan can reduce its international dependency
on basic food supplies.

History of the education system in Japan. Before World War II,
there was a double-track education system in Japan at the level
above primary education. One track of education lead to junior
high school, high school, and university. For those who had
completed mandatory primary education, the other track was one
which fed into vocational schools and vocational colleges that
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were virtually equivalent in scope to institutions of higher edu-
cation (Amano, 1993).

After World War II, there was a transfer from the double to a
single-track Japanese education system; i.e., junior high school,
high school, and university. This system of education depends
mostly on tuition fees rather than being publicly funded. Many of
the former vocational schools and colleges became universities
under the new system. In the meantime, there was a heavy
demand from the industrial sector to re-introduce the pre-war
short-term professional higher education. Consequently, “voca-
tional colleges” or “vocational universities” were conceived,
however in 1961, the system of “colleges of technology” was
launched. The duration of the study in these schools is 5 years.
Students could enter after the junior high-school graduation and
the college of technology offered an equivalent of a 3-year high-
school education and a 2-year higher education. However, due to
financial constraints, these institutions do not serve as pre-
paratory institutions for students desiring to transfer to 4-year
universities. At present, only about 10,000 students enroll in
these, which constitutes less than 1% of the coeval population
(Kaneko, 2019).

In 1960, university enrollment for the 4-year course rose
significantly and in the mid-1970s it was well above 30%. In the
current decade, it is around 50%, creating the “massification of
higher education” in Japan (Kaneko, 2019). This has largely been
driven by two factors: (i) Accompanying rapid economic
development, there was a growth in household incomes that
provided many high-school students a chance to enter university
who would previously have given up due to financial reasons. (ii)
With the economic growth, there was a high demand for
personnel for modern occupations, though these professions
alone were insufficient to engage the growing number of
graduates. However, in corporate management organizations,
industrial growth resulted in an increase in white-collar workers.
These jobs tended to go to university graduates.

With enrollment growing to nearly 20% of the age-18
population, the professional training college system showed
substantial growth. However, at the same time, the number of
students desiring to enter university also increased continuously
and the entrance examinations became highly competitive. This
created a general social perception of the students choosing
professional and vocational education doing so because either
academic performance or financial constraints prevented them
from entering 4-year universities (Kaneko, 2019).

In terms of the focus of the present research, the farming field,
there are a number of agriculture-related high schools in
Hokkaido (Knowledge Station), where the students can enroll
with the idea of taking over the family farming business.
However, firstly, the institutions’ number is quite small
considering the current situation and size of Hokkaido. For
instance, if one were to compare number of institutions per land
mass, the number of agricultural high schools in Hokkaido is less
than half that of the island of Kyushu, despite Hokkaido being
twice Kyushu’s size. Such a small number of agriculture-related
high schools can be indicative of either a low demand among the
youth, weak support from the government, or both. Secondly,
throughout our survey, we have never come across a single
farming family whose children had enrolled in agriculture-related
high schools. Furthermore, research by the Norinchukin Research
Institute indicates that only 2.5% of graduates of even agricultural
high schools go directly into farming careers, and that rather they
tend to only take up work after having finished college, junior
college or agricultural college (Ueno, 2013). These trends may
indicate that career research focusing on motivational factors to
attend post-secondary agricultural colleges or vocational insti-
tutes is necessary. At the same time, to understand the imbalance

of unemployment in the city areas and vacant slots in the rural
areas, it is important to focus on the career selection tendencies of
youth studying in the urban areas. For this purpose, we have
selected Kaisei High School located in downtown Sapporo city for
our current research.

Career guidance in Japan. In a review of career guidance in
Japan, Tatsuno (2002) notes that there is a tendency to draw “the
line between the academic course and the vocational course.” In
other words, career counseling in Japan has been heavily influ-
enced by the two-track system described above, to the extent that
at the university level, career guidance is focused almost solely on
students attaining gainful employment in a corporation. Of
course, this distinction also plays out at the high-school level
between college-bound and non-college-bound high-school stu-
dents (cf. Horvath, 1986), with different systems of career
counseling for each. For the purposes of this paper, it is important
to clarify that, contrary to for example the US and Canada,
countries often cited for their well-developed counseling systems
wherein career counseling is a specific job category conducted by
trained specialists with expertize in the discipline, Japanese high
schools possess no system of professional career counselors.
Rather, within its schooling system Japan adopts a “Department
store-type” approach to student support, wherein individual
teachers are responsible for academic, vocational and life coun-
seling, which is conducted as part of everyday classroom man-
agement (Tatsuno, 2002). Similarly, in Japan, there exists no clear
definition of “career education”, and, while Japan has occupa-
tional classifications, there are no information resources to match
the individual with a relevant occupational trait or address supply
and demand issues within the labor market, such as the Occu-
pational Outlook Handbook published by the US Department of
Labor (cf. Tatsuno 2002). We suggest that more precise career
counseling based on in-depth descriptions of occupational traits
and supply and demand statistics within relevant fields should be
provided.

Given that there are a limited number of agricultural high
schools in Japan, research into pre-vocational institute career
guidance is also in order, but is beyond the scope of this paper.

Objectives
This study firstly explores the connection between aging and the
shortage of agricultural workers. As our second objective, we
want to observe the career selection tendencies of the youth and
understand their opinion about farming. This will enable us to
draw some conclusions about the agricultural field and suggest a
few recommendations for influencing youth career selection.

Materials and methods
This research was conducted over the course of 4 years, from
2013 to 2017. To address the first objective, we contacted farm
corporations and conducted a series of interviews with a total of
twenty farmers who mainly grow rice and different vegetables in
Hokkaido. All the interviewed individuals were full-time farmers.
Some of the interviews were conducted through the cooperation
of the Japan Agricultural Cooperatives (JA). For the others, the
first author volunteered himself for various farming activities and
supported farmers during cultivation and harvest seasons and the
interviews were conducted at those times. Also, information was
gathered by participating in various farming festivals and events
in various parts of Hokkaido. Interview content focused on issues
related to agricultural demographics, including children’s career
paths after having gone to urban areas for higher education. To
supplement this data, surveys at farming corporations were also
conducted.
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To explore answers for the second objective, it is important to
understand young people’s career selection tendencies. Adoles-
cents must make critical decisions; after graduation from high
school, they either enter the labor force or continue their edu-
cation. If they choose the latter, they must select a post-secondary
institution (Featherman, 1980). A study conducted at Yamaguchi
University by Usman and Tomimoto (2013), predicted that an
over- or under-supply of workers in some fields can become a
serious problem for Japan. A field will become saturated when too
many people enter it. There might be intense competition for jobs
in one field while another has job vacancies waiting to be filled.
For the current research, Kaisei High School located in Sapporo
City of Hokkaido Prefecture was selected for the study. The
157 students who participated in this research were 16–18 years
of age. They were asked questions regarding their choice of future
career field, motivation for this choice, and, for the purposes of
this paper’s topic, their impressions of farming as a lifestyle/career
choice. Data on the target population was not disaggregated
according to gender or other attributes.

Based on the data, we have divided the students’ selected fields
into two categories: Science and Technology, and Others. All the
students who have selected a field commented on their choice in
the “Reason” section of the questionnaire. The reason for future
field selection reveals which percentage of students is entering a
field that was recommended by parents, teachers or friends, and
vice-versa how many students report having had no significant
influence from them.

Results
The interviews with farmers, JA representatives and farming
corporations in Hokkaido showed that the farmers living close to
Hokkaido urban areas prefer to grow vegetables rather than grain
crops. On the other hand, farmers living in remote areas prefer to
grow various grain crops. Compared to the latter, the fresh
vegetables have relatively high payout; however, their quality
deteriorates quickly. Also, preparing the fresh vegetables is rela-
tively more labor intensive as the harvest season can last from
several weeks to a few months. Owing to the proximity of the
main market, farmers can sell the products on a daily basis
(which seems quite hard for the farmers living in the remote rural
areas). As old age starts to take over, the farmers living in the
vicinity of the city areas come to prefer to cultivate grain crops.
Now, with the limited number of descendants supporting family
farming and the farming corporations having a hard time finding
young employees, one can foresee a possible decline in vegetable
farming relative to grain farming in the near future.

Interview results indicated that most farmers have families and
children, and very few are single. All those who are married,
wanted children. Children stay with these families mainly
through elementary school. After that, they go to big cities like
Sapporo for junior high school, high school, college or university.
However, once they have finished their studies, they rarely return
to the family farm.

The high-school questionnaire results indicate that around half
of the students (50.3%) have already decided on a future career.
Among them, 76% want to have a job in science and technology.
Details of the fields selected by the students are given in Figs. 1
and 2 and their reasons for choosing that field are given in Fig. 3.

The data from our high-school questionnaires as well as
interactions with the students indicates four factors that cause
youth to move away from farming: (i) a fascination with science
and technology-related careers and (ii) city life, (iii) an exag-
gerated image of losses associated with a sudden change in the
weather patterns, and (iv) the financial constraints related to
starting one’s own farming business. This situation of students

leaving the rural areas for the cities, and then choosing careers
paths, which will allow them to remain there, bodes darkly for
rural agricultural community sustainability.

Discussion
Socio-economic implications of current relocation trends.
Worldwide, though the issue of ageing is becoming challenging
for many countries, there are significant differences in the
demographic trends in rural and urban areas. The phenomenon
of ageing is more dominant in the rural areas than the cities
(OECD, 2016). Japan is no exception. In comparison to other
prefectures in Japan, Tokyo has a 4.6% lower proportion of
people aged 65 or above. One needs to understand that the
current fertility rate of Tokyo in Japan is among the lowest in the
world; i.e., 1.15 births per woman in 2014 (Cabinet Office of
Japan, 2016). So, the main factor contributing to the situation of
Tokyo retaining the lowest percentage of the elderly (Kudo, 2020)
is related to the migration of youth from other prefectures.
During the rapid economic growth period of Japan (i.e., from
1954 to 1974) around 7.15 million people migrated to Japan’s
three major metropolitan areas of Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya.
Even today, a similar migration pattern is observed to the Tokyo
metropolitan area, which is resulting in economic decline in the
rural regions (Nihon Sousei Kaigi, 2014). We also have observed
similar kinds of trends in the rural areas of Hokkaido. Our
interviews with farmers and JA representatives indicate that

Fig. 1 Desired future career – science and technology. Breakdown of
science and technology fields selected by the students (according to
percentage).

Fig. 2 Desired future career – other fields. Breakdown of other fields
selected by the students (according to percentage).

Fig. 3 Reason for career selection. Reason for the future career selection.
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though the majority of farmers have children, these youngsters
leave for higher education to the main city areas and after
completion of necessary education prefer to do an office job in the
cities rather than returning back to their native village (Figs. 1 and
2). The general retirement age throughout Japan is 65. In Hok-
kaido, where the rate of family farming is 98% (Nihei, 1991), the
lack of support from the young generation in the farming field
forces the older-aged farmers to continue working well past
retirement age. Though a single farming couple (husband and
wife), with all the necessary machinery, can take care of around
10 ha of land (if they grow rice, wheat and other grain crops), as
the couple grow older and with the deterioration of physical
strength, they prefer to cultivate the land close to their home and
the manageable area becomes smaller and smaller with the pas-
sage of time.

Our field surveys indicate that the rural regions are now facing
different challenges related to everyday life: less accessibility to
medical care, infrequent public transportation and loneliness. At
the same time, this has serious implications on the regional scale,
resulting in regional economic and community vitality decline. If
viewed in terms of the concept of sustainability, which is
commonly understood as being related to the expansion of
human activities, the demographic trend in Japanese society of an
aging and population drop, expected to proceed further in
decades to come, makes it unclear what to sustain (Kudo, 2020).
While there has been a transition from past social structures to
new social configuration, this situation requires new social
designs in which one can include all the different variables for
the planning of policy related to sustainable development.

Current career selection tendencies in Japan and their impacts
on unemployment and farming. The second demographic
transition theory explains the tendency to live in cities where
population trends from familism to individualism (Van de, 1987).
Yet, sustainable urban development is a balance of economic
growth, environmental issues and social conditions (Zinatizadeh
et al., 2017) and has many challenges of its own (Jansen, 2003). In
Japan, the capacity to live alone in an urban area is restricted by a
person’s economic condition, which is related to limited avail-
ability of jobs in government sectors, and the strict rules and
limited salary of private-sector jobs (Usman and Tomimoto,
2013). There are more jobs available nationwide; however, Japan’s
unemployment rate has remained flat (JT, 2016) with a slight
increase in recent times (JT, 2018). Though the Japan Times
(2016, 2018) has not distinguished between the unemployment
rate in urban and rural areas, our research indicates that, with the
passage of time, more and more workers will be needed in the
rural areas. The flat unemployment rate on the one hand and
vacant slots on the other gives indication of an unbalanced
societal approach toward career selection and can be considered
to be related to the aging of the population and current relocation
trends discussed above.

Overall career selection trends and the prospective role of specia-
lized career counseling. During adolescence, young people make
critical decisions (Featherman, 1980; Duryea et al., 2003; Jar-
oslawska et al., 2020). Our survey results at Sapporo Kaisei Sec-
ondary School show that the adolescents who have already
decided about their career paths are strongly influenced by jobs in
science and technology (around 76% want to join this field). This
aligns with previous research at Yamaguchi University, in which
nearly 2/3 of youth planned to enter the engineering and applied
sciences field and only 1/3 were interested in the natural and
social sciences and economics (Usman and Tomimoto, 2013).
Meanwhile, our research at Kaisei High School indicates that

nearly 50% of the students have not decided about their career
path, and these figures further appear to follow the general trend
career path selection at Hokkaido University (as indicated by
interviews conducted by the authors with the Hokkaido Uni-
versity Office of International Affairs). In these universities, the
proportion of the youth studying in various fields suggests that
the nearly 50% of high-school adolescents who have not yet
decided about their future field, is probably influenced by the
general tendency of career selection by other students.

Adolescents’ career aspirations have also been shown to be
influenced by family environment, and parents provided most of
the career-related information for adolescents (Saltiel, 1985;
Majoribanks, 1986; Sebald, 1989; Duryea et al., 2003; Suryadi
et al., 2020). However, our research reveals that <6% of the
students who have already decided on a field report having been
influenced by parents, teachers or friends (Fig. 3). Most of the
students seemed to have been motivated either by the profession,
or by professionals (Fig. 3). It is also important to note that our
studies found the high school provides only general guidance for
the career of adolescents. We suggest given this current lack of
guidance from other sources that the school should provide more
in-depth guidance to the students about jobs available to them.

Meanwhile, it is indicated by Jung (2017) that a probable
predictor of highly able adolescent’s attitudes toward careers are
whether a future career will be interesting or enjoyable for them
or not. Sapporo Kaisei Secondary School is a prestigious high
school, well-known for preparing students to enter university.
Previous study suggests that students who have abilities higher
than the average fellow get prepared and try to plan early for the
future (Jung, 2017). Amidst such a situation, social policies may
need to be modified to facilitate young people’s quest for
vocational identity and work (Mortimer et al., 2002). As the
schools do not have a specialty career counseling service for the
high-school students, we suggest that the schools should
introduce such services and provide counseling based on in-
depth job descriptions as well as detailed updates about the real
job availability and competition situation in each field based on
current supply and demand figures. This might help these bright
young people to select a field by considering all of its advantages
and disadvantages.

As indicated by the present research and also by Usman and
Tomimoto (2013), the intense competition related to the science
and technology jobs can be a possible factor maintaining Japan’s
flat unemployment rate. To rectify this situation, it is important
to appeal to the indigenous workforce effectively, as unforeseen
developments can also play an important role in the career
decision-making of students (Bright et al., 2004). Here again, the
lack of any specialized career counseling at school indicated by
our investigations comes into bearing.

Specific suggestions for shifting interest to under-represented
farming-related professions. As above, the main reasons why
young people in Japan do not want to adopt farming as their
career path revolve around four factors: the first is a fascination
with jobs related to science and technology. Secondly, they wish
to remain in the city. Thirdly, the risks involved related to
farming, especially typhoons and climate change impacts are
overestimated and exaggerated in their minds. Lastly, as farming
is considered a private business, the initial capital needed to start
farming seems to be another hurdle.

Based on the survey results and discussion, our suggestion
regarding the above-mentioned first two factors, is a further pilot
study, the grounds being the provision to the students of real
statistical information (by including the data of workplace
saturation and job availability in various fields) about the level
of competition in various fields in the urban areas and career
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opportunities available in rural ones (like farming in this case). A
general Japanese social perception about choosing professional
and vocational education and even farming, in this case, is related
to academic performance. Though it is likely that the students
with superior academic performance will wish to take the
challenge of competition, as indicated by Kaneko (2019),
provision of unbiased statistical information might open the eyes
of those bright students who cannot compete for careers related
to science and technology to the option of farming as a field. As a
result, they could still follow a career path somewhat related to
science and technology and choose those agriculture-related jobs
that would leave them a chance to stay close to the cities. At the
same time, as our research indicated that nearly 50% of the
students have not decided about a career path, there is a chance
that this “undecided” population of students can be influenced
once they are provided with concrete information through school
sources. Finally, web information and social media can play a role
in students’ career decision-making (Bright et al., 2005) so to
promote farming-related careers it is also suggested to use media
outlets as well.

As for the third and the fourth factors, these are mainly related
to having incorrect information. Misinformation is also regarded
as a major factor that compels students to move away from one
occupation and select another (Gati et al., 2013), though it is a
matter for further investigation how many students move away
from farming due to heavy expected losses. Japanese youth have a
perception that storms and climate change impacts can destroy
fields so much that one cannot survive until the next season.
However, this is not the case with most farmers in Hokkaido. It is
true that typhoons and sudden changes in weather patterns bring
damage to the crops, but the losses during a typical year are not
so severe that the average farmer cannot survive till the next crop
season. This point can be explained by providing students
detailed and accurate information about farming during the pre-
vocational institute period of their education. As far as the fourth
factor is concerned, there are start-up programs run by the
government for those who wish to start farming as a career. This
kind of information can be shared with the students and can be
helpful to raise their interest in the farming field.

It is further suggested that there should be an increase in the
number of vocational training institutes that can provide students a
chance to learn through experience of real farming activity. Success
of farming-related vocational institutes all depends upon the
demand among the students and our data indicates that there is
nearly no demand among the young people for farming due to the
above-mentioned four major factors. So, it is important that the
students be provided farming-related necessary information during
the pre-vocational institute time. This can raise students’ interest in
the farming field and possibly the number of students entering the
farming-related proposed vocational institutes would increase. Data
(Ueno, 2013) indicating that the majority of children from farming
families who attend agricultural high schools also go on to junior
college, college or agricultural college before entering the farming
profession indicates that high school is not a threshold beyond
which one can begin the study of agriculture neither in terms of age
nor motivation, and in that sense increasing the number of
agricultural vocational institutes is a viable option.

In this research, due to the privacy policy of Sapporo Kaisei
Secondary School, we have focused on the cumulative trend of the
youth rather than disaggregating the data on the basis of gender,
class or disability. Though the present data from Sapporo Kaisei
Secondary School indicate that the youth have virtually no
interest in farming, these results are only indicative, and not
conclusive. It is suggested to include data from other high schools
across Hokkaido in future studies to test the current research
results.

Conclusions
In the rural areas of Hokkaido, the relocation of youth to the
cities is probably the main cause of the aging of the population
and the shortage of workers. In the city areas, youth tend to select
careers in science and technology, which probably creates high
competition in those fields. At the same time, it leaves vacancies
in fields related to agricultural farming. In high schools, the
teachers provide only general guidance for career selection, rather
than in-depth descriptions of occupational traits or explanations
regarding the amounts of competition in some fields. It is sug-
gested that proper counseling should be done so that adolescents
make more informed career choices.

On the basis of this study, we also suggest increasing the
number of farming-related vocational institutes in Hokkaido.
While this study has also indicated that the students have vir-
tually no interest in agricultural farming, the demand for farming
institutes can possibly be created by introducing appropriate
farming-related educational units in earlier stages of education as
well as through other, non-schooling measures such as the dis-
semination of correct information through media outlets.

Data availability
The datasets generated during the current study are not publicly
available due to confidentiality of the respondents’ information.
However, further information is available from the corresponding
author pending upon reasonable request.
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