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The effect of boundedness on high school students' desire to return to small towns

 Japan faces a declining population and rising urbanization, which makes the fate of small towns and rural areas an especially important area of study for those seeking to prevent further population loss in these places. While traveling in Japan for my community planning master's degree, I witnessed firsthand the struggle of small towns dealing with vacant homes, which are estimated to number at least 8.5 million nationally. The economic causes of these population shifts are fairly well understood: the best jobs are in Tokyo and other large cities. However, there may also be psychosocial causes that could have planning implications. One such cause may be “place attachment.” In planning and environmental psychology literature, place attachment is a person's emotional connection to a place. Place attachment is related to a variety of characteristics, such as settlement size, natural environment characteristics and length of residence. One concept that has been proposed to be related to place attachment, but has not been extensively studied, is the concept of "boundedness" (Putnam, 2000, p. 214). Boundedness is the degree to which a community has distinct edges that are perceived as such by residents. Some scholars have proposed that boundedness has effects on community participation, which could in turn affect place attachment. My research seeks to uncover whether boundedness and other place characteristics are associated with high school students’ place attachment and their stated preferences about returning to their hometowns after college. In Japan, this returning is referred to as “u-turn” and is a key policy objective of many towns facing decline.
In Japan, as in much of the modern world, many young people leave their hometown after high school to pursue a college education. This is the last time when they may have significant, sustained exposure to local characteristics of their hometown that may create place attachment. They also likely have opinions about where they would like to live in the future. The opinions of young people may be especially relevant to “u-turn” because many of those desiring to return from large cities to the countryside are seeking a place to raise children.  With Japan’s rapidly aging population and restrictive immigration policies, attracting young people desiring to raise children will be critical to the vitality of these areas. Other research in Japan has surveyed high school students and found that exposure to nature and people within the community increase place attachment, and that place attachment developed during childhood may positively affect desire to return to these communities (Yabutani & Akui, 2021). The final year of high school seems to be an ideal time to measure place attachment and stated preferences about returning to live in one's home town. Once students leave for college, it would be difficult to find enough students from the same town of origin in order to make town-based comparisons.   	
I propose a case study approach surveying high school students in three towns with different degrees of “boundedness.” For the purposes of this study, boundedness can be defined by a polygon completely containing an urbanized area, the borders of which are defined by a significant drop in the intensity of land use. This boundary could be created by a natural feature such as a coastline or a mountain range, or it could be created by a legal feature, such as a change in zoning that results in high density housing within the boundary and agricultural land on the outside. I hypothesize that natural features create a high degree of boundedness, whereas the
change from high intensity to rural land use creates a moderate degree of boundedness. Additionally, I hypothesize that suburbs that have no agricultural land between them and a larger city have weak boundedness. For the case study locations, I propose Iki, Nagasaki Prefecture
 (natural feature boundary); Asakura, Fukuoka Prefecture; (agricultural uses boundary); and Chikushino, Fukuoka Prefecture (suburban/low boundedness).  Although Iki Island is located within Nagasaki prefecture, it is about equally distant to the mainland of Fukuoka Prefecture. Thus, I am including Iki in the proposed “region” for this study. This region was selected because Fukuoka Prefecture, according to Japan’s 2020 census, was the prefecture with the highest inward migration rate outside of Tokyo and Chiba (adjacent to Tokyo). This suggests that there may be characteristics of this region that are resistant to out-migration.         
        	I will administer the survey in a classroom setting during the last semester of high
 school, ideally in an English class. This is because it will be accompanied by an English-language lecture explaining urban planning issues relevant to Japan and designed to be interesting to teenagers. This lecture will be used to encourage high school teachers and administrations to participate in the research. By the last semester of high school, the majority of students will have reached the legal age of adulthood, which was lowered to age 18 in 2022 by the Japanese legislature. These students will be able to provide their own consent for the survey. The remaining students will require a permission slip in order to participate, which will be provided in advance. The survey will measure place attachment by adapting questions from Yabutani and Akui’s 2021 place attachment survey targeting high school students. It will also ask students to rate their desire to return to the town where they completed high school and to provide reasons for their rating. Further, it will ask about positive and negative aspects of the town by using the “Place Standard” developed by the Scottish Government, which asks respondents to rate their place according to 14 characteristics. Characteristics such as length of residence and other socioeconomic variables will be controlled for. Although the study will use "boundedness" as a variable, I will also seek to identify other factors that may be related to desire to return using the Place Standard, such as perceptions of feeling safe and access to nature.  I will also compile historical population data from the Japanese census for each town and compare it to expectations about “boundedness.” This research will contribute to the understanding of non-economic factors that may also be influencing young people’s desire to return to small towns. It could also have planning implications such as the need to implement urban growth boundaries. 
The timeline for my research will include three months of preparation (creating and validating the survey, establishing connections in the local towns, etc.). I will gather data over the next six months. The last three months will be for data analysis using JMP statistical software and for preparation of the report. By the time the project begins in late 2024, I will have reached the equivalent of two years of college-level Japanese. However, the survey will be translated and interpreted by native speakers. I will work with my sponsor Dr. Takahiro Tanaka at Hiroshima University and his graduate students to prepare materials, translate them into Japanese, and compile the survey results. I worked with Dr. Tanaka and his lab on a brief project during my recent study abroad, and I am confident that he will provide the support mentioned in his affiliation letter.  I have extensive experience living abroad in both South Korea and Jordan, and reached fluency in both of those languages. I also have experience with this type of research. I conducted a similar project as a graduate assistant for the National Center for Smart Growth (NCSG) surveying small towns in Maryland about the impacts of commuting (Bardsley et al, 2023). During this time, I distributed and analyzed a survey and conducted qualitative interviews in North Beach, MD, and Middletown, MD.  The final report that I prepared is available on the NCSG website. 
