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Abstract 

In Japan, the number of people involved in community activities is decreasing due to population 

outflow; thus, the survival of some communities is in jeopardy. Although various local 

governments, residents, and businesses are attempting to ensure communities’ survival, some 

limitations remain. However, the changes in lifestyles and values resulting from the COVID-19 

pandemic have reduced the psychological hurdles for people to migrate to rural areas. Under 

these circumstances, migrants who arrive in rural regions and start businesses have an economic 

impact on their destination, increasing the value of the region. To identify these agents, in this 

paper, I propose the concept of “migrant entrepreneurs,” which has diverse meanings depending 

on these individuals’ relationship with the local community and the form of their 

entrepreneurship. Taking the town of Higashikawa, in the prefecture of Hokkaido, as a study case, 

I clarify the characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs, who comprise a new entity responsible for 

regional revitalization. 
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1 Introduction 

 In 2014, the “Act on the Creation of Towns, People, and Workplaces” was enacted to address 

Japan’s pressing issues regarding declining birthrates, aging population, and the excessive 

concentration of population in the Tokyo metropolitan area. According to this law, each region 

must promote regional development to ensure a livable environment and maintain a vibrant 

society in the future. The second “Comprehensive Strategy” phase began to be implemented in 

2020 to continuously promote regional development [1]. However, in some regions, local 

economies are shrinking; these regions’ survival is jeopardized because of the decrease in the 

number of people involved in local activities due to population outflow. Therefore, local 

governments, residents, and businesses are attempting to ensure the region’s survival.  

Meanwhile, residents’ lifestyles and values have changed since the COVID-19 pandemic, 

thereby opening the possibility for new regional activities in rural areas. In a survey of 3,200 men 

and women in their 20s to 50s conducted by the Forestry Agency, 24.4% of respondents 
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expressed an intention to move to rural areas. Of these, 71.9% said they would consider moving 

to rural areas if teleworking was possible [2]. In a survey on the trends of corporate relocation to 

rural areas, 18.4% of the 680 companies surveyed had relocated or dispersed, while 7.8% were 

considering relocation, indicating that some companies felt the need to relocate to rural areas [3]. 

In addition, according to a survey conducted by the Teikoku Databank from January to June 2022, 

more companies (168) moved out of the Tokyo metropolitan area to rural regions, compared with 

the number of companies that moved in (124). This trend of over-migration began in 2021 and is 

expected to continue [4]. Furthermore, in a survey by the Cabinet Secretariat, 20.8%, of 

respondents interested in emigrating said that they wanted to start their own businesses or become 

sole proprietors [5]. Thus, expectations for companies and people to migrate to rural areas have 

grown. since the pandemic.  

The theory of “strangers, youths, and fools” is often discussed as necessary for local 

development and regional revitalization [6]. This theory categorizes the agents of these processes 

as either “strangers“ (who do not know the local way of thinking), “youths” (who are not bound 

by common sense), or “fools” (who do not mind deviating from basic ideas to bring innovation 

to the region) [7]. In rural areas, population aging and the exodus of young people to urban centers 

have resulted in homogeneous populations, which makes it difficult for innovation to occur. 

Therefore, there are high expectations for “outsiders” to bring novel ideas. However, given the 

rapid depopulation of many areas, expecting strangers to move into them to solve this issue is 

unrealistic. 

However, some migrants arrive as strangers, settle in the aforementioned areas, and start 

businesses there. Although this phenomenon is not indicative of large-scale relocation—i.e., 

major companies are not attracted to these regions as a result—and does not lead to a significant 

increase in population or tax revenue, it adds new value to these areas through local branding and 

increased loyalty to the community, as well as the formation of new communities with residents 

who have lived in these areas for a long time. These migrants’ characteristics differ from those of 

individuals who move to these areas to make a living or start businesses, and they not only bring 

economic benefits to the area they move to but also contribute to increasing the value of the 

community. 

Therefore, this study proposes the concept of “migrant entrepreneurs,” who comprise a new 

entity responsible for regional revitalization. Furthermore, it verifies the validity of this concept 

and clarifies its characteristics by analyzing actual cases in which migrant entrepreneurs have 

started their businesses. By clarifying this, it is expected that the effects of the decision-making 

of migrant entrepreneurs in each region will become more apparent, and their acceptance in these 

areas will increase, thus creating a synergistic effect of regional revitalization. 

Section 2 summarizes previous studies on regional revitalization. Section 3 explains a new 

agent in the process of regional revitalization. Section 4 verifies the case studies. Section 5 

discusses the implications. Section 6 presents the conclusion. 

2 Previous Studies on Regional Revitalization 

 The concept of “migrant entrepreneurs” is not entirely novel. It has been used by certain local 

governments and previous studies [8-10] to refer to people who have migrated and started 

businesses. However, the definition of this concept has been ambiguous. This concept has been 

examined in research on migrants and the revitalization of regions that have entered a period of 

population decline. As this concept is yet to be clearly defined, in this section, I review previous 
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studies on various concepts related to regional revitalization that are necessary to determine the 

concept of migrant entrepreneurs. 

2.1   Previous Studies on Strangers 

 First, I will review the related concept of “strangers,” as it holds a special significance to the 

concept of migrant entrepreneurs. According to Shikida [11], “strangers” are generally defined 

as people who are not related to a region or space and are perceived as alien. Additionally, the 

term mainly refers to people who come from outside the region as travelers [11]. Further, Shikida 

states that the status of the stranger is not decided based on a dichotomy between homogeneity 

and heterogeneity, but rather that their strangeness has different stages and that these stages 

exhibit continuous change, which he calls the change in the “otherness” of the stranger [12]. This 

“otherness” is the self-assertion of the stranger who tries to express himself/herself by deviating 

from the common sense and rules of the community or organization. Shikida [12] analyzed the 

characteristics of these strangers and found that they have five effects on their communities: 

① Transfer of technology, skills, other technologies, and knowledge not available in the region

② Attracting and fostering creativity in the region

③ Support for the representation of the knowledge that the community has

④ Facilitating community (and organizational) transformation

⑤ Proposing solutions to problems from an outsider’s perspective

According to Simmel, who is considered the pioneer of the sociological discourse on the 

stranger, “the stranger is not the wanderer who comes today and leaves tomorrow, but the one 

who comes today and stays tomorrow, the one who does not continue his journey but has not 

completely overcome the separation of coming and going, the potential wanderer” [13]. However, 

simultaneously, the stranger is a person who is not a member of a social group. Simmel posited 

that the stranger brings a quality to a social group that does not and cannot originate there. Simmel 

also argued that “the stranger comes into contact with all the individual elements in a given sphere 

but is never organically connected to them through kinship, geographical or occupational fixation” 

[13]. In this regard, Tokuda argued that “the ‘stranger’ has both the characteristics of a ‘migrant’ 

cultivated outside the social group and those of a ‘settler’ as a factor constituting the group,” as 

well as “the existence of a ‘settler’ within the group” and “the existence of a ‘settler’ within the 

group” [14,15]. The stranger also described as “a person who occupies a unique social position 

within a group, maintaining a certain distance and estrangement from nearby people and things” 

[15]. 

In 1944, Schutz published a study on the stranger, whom he defined as “an adult individual 

who constitutes the age and civilization in which we live and who attempts to be permanently 

accepted by, or at least tolerated by, the group with which we approach” [16]. Moreover, Schutz 

described that strangers need to operate in a new place as “the cultural pattern of group life” [16]. 

He identified three characteristics of the behavior of stranger belong to a group: lack of 

consistency, partial clarity, and lack of coherence and inconsistency [16]. Each group’s “cultural 

pattern of group life” is difficult for outsiders to understand. Still, it can be interpreted as the 

ability to accept the “cultural pattern of group life” after belonging to a group for a long period. 

In this regard, Tokuda stated that for outsiders, the “cultural pattern of group life” is not scientific 

or logical but rather vague and not easily accessible, which “causes strangers to feel the sense of 

confusion and shock when they visit a new society” [17]. 
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2.2   Prior Research on Entrepreneurs 

 The term “entrepreneur,” is thought to have originated in the words of Richard Cantillon in 18th 

century France [18]. It is a combination of “entre,” meaning “between,” and “preneur,” meaning 

“taker.” This term was originally used to describe a middleman or trader and has since been 

adopted in English. 

 Schumpeter, who described an innovator as a person who creates innovation, was a pioneer in 

using the term “entrepreneur” to describe a person who creates a new business. According to 

Schumpeter, innovation can be divided into the following five categories: (1) production of new 

goods, (2) introduction of new production methods, (3) development of new customers, (4) 

acquisition of new sources of raw or semi-finished goods, and (5) realization of the new 

organization [19]. Schumpeter defined the entrepreneur as “an economic agent whose function 

is to carry out innovation and to be an active element in its execution” [19]. In other words, 

entrepreneurs can predict innovation. 

 Drucker proposed that the entrepreneur dismantles order [20]. Thus, the entrepreneur must 

“create and destroy” and “look for change, respond to change, and use change as an opportunity” 

[20]. Drucker encapsulated this notion by stating “We must innovate” [20]. 

Furthermore, some studies on entrepreneurs have pointed out that the social relational capital 

required to start a business differs from that needed to make a profit [21]. Entrepreneurs who are 

involved in creating jobs in the area they are moving to are expected to not only live in the area 

but also establish various social relationships within the local community. 

2.3   Summary 

 Prior studies show that a stranger is someone who has moved across a boundary from one area 

to another. Therefore, the concept of “stranger” is comprehensive and includes all newcomers to 

a new place. Some strangers move to new places to make a living, whereas others start businesses 

in new places with a fresh start. However, I argue that when people move to a new place, they do 

not simply move to make a living. They also transfer skills and knowledge that do not exist 

outside of the area by acting as local entrepreneurs. This phenomenon cannot be adequately 

explained solely in terms of the concepts of “stranger” or “entrepreneur.” Therefore, I propose 

the concept of migrant entrepreneurs. In the next section, we discuss the concept of migrant 

entrepreneurs, a new entity that plays a key role in regional revitalization, which is the purpose 

of this study. 

3 A New Agent in the Process of Regional Revitalization 

3.1   The Migrant Entrepreneur 

 To propose the concept of migrant entrepreneurs based on the literature review presented in the 

previous section, this section focuses on the characteristics of strangers who migrate and 

entrepreneurs who set up businesses. 

Tokuda [17] defines a stranger as “a person who possesses the characteristics of a ‘migrant’ 

cultivated outside the social group and those of a ‘permanent resident’ as a factor in the group’s 

composition. In this respect, he agrees with Schutz, who says, “One who tries to be permanently 

accepted by, or at least tolerated by, the group with which one approaches” [16]. Simmel also 
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describes the stranger’s nature as a settler: “Only by continuing to play the role of a ‘mover,’ 

bringing products produced outside the sphere into the group when needed, can he become a 

permanent fixture” [13]. 

Following Simmel [13], strangers are individuals who bring something from the outside as 

migrants and establish themselves as permanent residents of the land from which they obtain 

something from the outside. Moreover, Shikida argues that the stranger, by bringing something 

from the outside, transfers skills and knowledge that do not exist in the region and encourages 

creativity [11]. 

As mentioned above, in Cantillon’s words, an entrepreneur is “a person who starts and operates 

a new business or specializes in such a business” [19]. Thus, it is possible to consider strangers 

as agents who transfer technology and knowledge from the outside by acting as local 

entrepreneurs. This can be accomplished by realizing Schumpeter’s five types of innovation [19]. 

It is also consistent with Drucker’s idea of looking for change, adapting to change, and using 

change as an opportunity [20]. 

Simmel argued that even when strangers become established, they are “mobile” because of 

the nature of their occupation [13]. Although they belong to particular groups, they are not 

confined to or bound by them. As Simmel states, they are mobile beings sustained by their general 

relationships with the region. However, a strong attachment to or responsibility for the region 

does not necessarily establish this relationship. In other words, strangers may become rooted in 

a region through their attachment. Thus, it can be concluded that some strangers are 

intermediaries between the outside and the inside, and that those who become entrepreneurs 

create new value. 

Therefore, I proposed the concept of “migrant entrepreneur” as an agent that creates new 

value within a region by serving as a link between the inside and the outside, bringing skills 

and knowledge from the outside and becoming attached to the region to which they have 

migrated [22]. This concept can explain fill a gap in the literature regarding entrepreneurs 

who start businesses as strangers (without fully conforming to either the concept of 

“entrepreneur” or “stranger”). 

3.2   Characteristics and Roles of Migrant Entrepreneurs 

 In this section, I introduce the concept of migrant entrepreneurs as one of the entities that play 

a role in regional revitalization, as proposed by Nakajima, and elaborate on the characteristics of 

migrant entrepreneurs [22]. By detailing the characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs, we thought 

it would be possible to explain the role of migrant entrepreneurs in regional revitalization [22]. 

With this in mind, we will now explain the characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs. 

3.2.1   Making a Difference in Community Relationships 

 Akasaka argued that “the stranger is not an entity concept but a relational concept” [23]. He 

states that the relational concept here does not refer to an individual human being as an entity but 

rather to a social existence that appears in the relationships among human beings. Kito points out 

that the roles of inside and outside in the environmental movement within a community may 

change and that eventually strangers may assimilate through their relationships with the locals 

[24]. In other words, the arrival of migrant entrepreneurs in a region can bring about changes in 

the status quo, which can allow them to further establish themselves in the area. 
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Within the context of Isahaya Bay in the Ariake Sea, Kito pointed out that natural science 

researchers who migrated and settled in the area were “strangers“ [24]. These migrant 

entrepreneurs/strangers analyzed and made sense of the local situation from a relatively objective 

point of view. They approached the local life and culture through empathy and understanding. In 

such situations, the migrant entrepreneur is an agent of change in local community relationships. 

3.2.2   Developing a Creative City 

 Migrants in Europe can be considered strangers. In terms of what immigrants mean to the 

communities they move to, Landry pointed out that their skills as workers lead to creative 

activities in the city, and noted that “In Europe, the involvement of strangers and immigrants has 

historically contributed to the creative cities“ [25]. On the other hand, Florida identified the 

creative class, stating that “belonging to this industry are science, technology, art, design, 

entertainment, media, law, finance, management, medicine, and education,” and argued that the 

concentration of creative people is a factor in fostering creativity within cities [26]. 

It can be argued that by settling in an area, migrant entrepreneurs bring creativity to the region 

and contribute significantly to city formation. The region also encourages inclusive social 

participation, including that of social minorities, through art and culture. In other words, 

accepting strangers as migrant entrepreneurs into a region can foster creativity. 

3.2.3   Creating Industries and Employment in Rural Areas 

 Sasaki et al. proposed the concept of “creative rural villages,” based on the idea of creative 

cities [27]. They referred to these villages as “attempts to open up a new society from the 

periphery rather than from the system’s core” [27]. In contemporary rural areas, migrant 

entrepreneurs may foster creativity in Japanese farming villages. They also suggested that local 

communities can be revitalized through art, food culture, and urban-rural exchanges through 

alternative tourism, and that the independent actions of local communities can generate 

exchanges with migrant entrepreneurs and create new cultural values, industries, and 

employment in marginalized communities. The key to fostering such exchanges is creating a 

society that prioritizes the creativity of each human being, including migrant entrepreneurs. These 

exchanges are a product of the creativity and labor of human beings. By working creatively, 

migrant entrepreneurs contribute to the formation of local industries and employment. 

3.2.4   Contributions to Local Branding 

 Shikida [12] referred to the changes that strangers foster vis-à-vis community development as 

the “stranger effect” and argues that we should seek to manifest these effects, including local 

rediscovery, pride cultivation, and knowledge transfer. Shikida et al. [28] posited that branding 

by the “intermediate system,” a mediator within the region, determines the success or failure of 

towns’ tourism development. They argued that beyond inward-focused tourism, which has tended 

to be limited to facility development-type tourism, a comprehensive management directed toward 

needs outside the region is required. 

When aiming for image enhancement and economic revitalization through branding that takes 

advantage of the attractiveness of products and services, culture and climate, natural landscapes, 

and tourism resources in such regions, the activities of migrant entrepreneurs can make 
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significant contributions to regional resources. The activities of migrant entrepreneurs in an area 

can help clarify their characteristics and establish their identities, thus making local residents 

aware of the new values and fostering their pride in their home region. 

3.2.5   Becoming a Member of the Community 

 Nakajima [29] pointed out that migrant entrepreneurs can be recognized as adding value to the 

local community. The bearers of the region’s industries are those born and raised in the region 

and those who have migrated from other areas—thus being strangers. Although they may see 

themselves as strangers when they first move to an area, this conception may change as they 

become involved in revitalizing depopulated areas. Subsequently, as they establish themselves in 

the community and continue their business, they become insiders. They may then grow to see 

themselves as residents who play a role in the community and become attached to it. 

4 Case Verification 

 Having introduced the concept of migrant entrepreneurs as new agents responsible for 

regional revitalization, I clarify whether active people in a specific region have the 

characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs. Thus, I examine the case of the town of 

Higashikawa, in the prefecture of Hokkaido, in Japan [29]. 

4.1   Overview of Higashikawa 

 Higashikawa is located at the center of Hokkaido prefecture, approximately 13 km from 

Asahikawa city. Its population peaked at 10,754 in 1950 and reached its lowest point (6,973) 

in March 1993; it has since recovered to 8,500 as of June 2022, owing to increased 

immigration since 1994. The migrants account for 56.6% of the total population. These 

comprise migrants who moved into the town within the last 25 years [30]. Some of these 

migrants decided to move because of the cultural characteristics and economic policies of 

Higashikawa, which encouraged activities such as photography, furniture-making, and crafts 

[31].  

Some migrants run furniture and craft workshops, general stores, and cafés. Additionally, 

agriculture is a core industry in Higashikawa. However, according to the prefectural and 

municipal industry subcategories in the “2016 Economic Census-Activity 

Survey“ conducted by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications and the Ministry 

of Economy, Trade, and Industry, the manufacturing industry has the most employees. 

Specifically, the furniture and equipment manufacturing industry is the largest, accounting 

for approximately 40% of the total. 

4.2   Survey Methodology 

 Until now, most migrant surveys in rural areas such as Higashikawa have been conducted 

using questionnaires [31]. However, because the total number of migrant entrepreneurs in 

rural areas is small, it is difficult to conduct a quantitative analysis of this population. In 
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addition, the effectiveness of such surveys can be improved. Therefore, I conducted 

interviews with the participants of this study, believing that the qualitative data obtained from 

may yield valuable findings. The survey attempted to clarify the kind of transformation in 

value and meaning that occurred because of the entry and establishment of migrant 

entrepreneurs into the region, both for the migrants themselves and for the local community. 

The interviews are summarized in Tables 1–3. 

Table 1: Summary of the Interview Survey 

Survey Title Survey of Migrant Entrepreneurs in Higashikawa Town 

Purpose of 

the survey 

The study focused on the behavior of entrepreneurs who immigrate to 

Higashikawa, settle there, and start businesses. The study also aimed to 

reveal the social, economic, and cultural impacts of their long-term 

settlement and local activities on both the entrepreneurs themselves and 

the community. 

Method of 

investigation 

This was a survey using life-story interviews with semi-structured open-

ended questions 

Study period March 26, 2019– March 30, 2019 

Subject of 

investigation 

 The interviewees were selected using the snowball sampling method.

 Six entrepreneurs had moved to Higashikawa between 1980 and
2008, established themselves there, and were producing and selling

furniture and equipment (wooden furniture, toys and accessories, and

ceramics).
 Six operators were covered by the survey.

The four main themes of the interviews are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: Interview Themes 

Number Interview Theme Summary 

1 
How did you start your 

migrant business? 

How they migrated and started their own businesses; 

their life so far. 

2 Current job Daily livelihood and the products they produce. 

3 

Interaction in the area 

surrounding their place 

of business 

Interaction with the surrounding area and the local 

community. 

4 Successors 

Availability of future successors. Or the 

development and production of independent 

entrepreneurs. 
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A summary of the interviews is presented in Table 3. The names of the participants were 

anonymized. 

Table 3: Participant Characteristics 

Survey 

Respondent 
Business 

Date and time of 

interview 

Respondent-A 
Manufacture and sale of wooden furniture, 

etc. 
2021/03/26 10:00-12:30 

Respondent-B 
Manufacture and sale of wooden furniture, 

toys, and accessories 
2021/03/26 15:00-16:00 

Respondent-C 
Manufacture and sale of wooden furniture, 

etc. 
2021/03/27 15:00-16:00 

Respondent-D 
Manufacture and sale of wooden furniture, 

etc. 
2021/03/28 10:00-11:30 

Respondent-E 
Manufacture and sale of wooden furniture, 

etc. 
2021/03/29 15:00-16:00 

Respondent-F 
Production and sale of ceramics and other 

items and pottery classes 
2021/03/30 16:30-18:30 

4.3   Survey Results 

 This section summarizes the narratives identified in the interviews, by theme. Matters and 

events related to personal information were presented in a manner that did not interfere with 

the business activities of the participants. 

4.3.1   Why Do Migrant Entrepreneurs Move and Start Their Own Businesses? 

 In 1980, Respondent-A moved to the area after an acquaintance showed her a closed 

elementary school, which she later used as a workshop to start her own business. In 1987, 

Respondent-B purchased a plot of land, following a recommendation from F, who had 

already moved to the area and started his own business. In 2000, Respondent-C opened his 

business on the site of a former factory in the town after  his employer went bankrupt. In 

2005, Respondent-D took over his employer’s factory from the former owner. In 2008, 

Respondent-E started his own business. Respondent-F moved to Asahikawa in 1980 to start 

his own business, as it is close to his hometown Asahikawa City. 

After he moved to the area, Respondent-B was treated as a stranger who would soon leave; 

at first, he was not even introduced to the neighborhood association. Later, although he was 

allowed to join the neighborhood association, he was forced to leave a general meeting due 

to an urgent call from a business partner, to which he sarcastically replied, “What do you 

want with so much money?” However, over time, this relationship gradually disappeared.  

After moving to the area, Respondent-F attended farmers’ gatherings to learn about their 

work. This was not because he wanted to work in farming but to get to know the local 

community and get involved in things outside of his specialty. Through this involvement, his 

relationships with the locals expanded; he even received vegetables and fruit from the 
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farmers. When he went to thank the farmers and was told that he did not need to thank them, 

he was initially surprised, but he realized that he had become a member of the local 

community. 

4.3.2   Livelihood 

 The number of employees at each workshop ranged from one to twenty. Respondent-A did 

not divide labor or subcontract but instead handled the entire process from production to 

sales. Company Respondent-B received orders for educational toys from companies 

specialized in learning materials. Respondent-C stated that he is proud that a small town like 

Higashikawa is known throughout the country. Respondent-E worked with the mindset of 

creating original products. Respondent-F lived and worked in Asahikawa, a large village in 

a neighboring city, and he reported having a good lifestyle. 

Currently, chairs, tables, and other footed furniture are Higashikawa’s main products. 

However, the 2000s were the heyday of wedding furniture, And the status of craftsmen who 

produced chairs, tables, and small wares was seen as lower than that of craftsmen who made 

wedding furniture.  

Some craftspeople prefer to work alone, while others maintain their livelihoods by 

developing their own sales channels or participating in the Asahikawa Craft and Design 

Association. Residents enjoy living near a large urban hub (Asahikawa City) because they 

enjoy the positive aspects of both large and small towns. In terms of work, they have easy 

access to tools and resources. In addition, they all share the characteristics of valuing their 

work highly and prioritizing creativity. 

4.3.3   Interaction in the Area Around the Craft Street 

 According to Respondent-F, the area where businesses similar to his are located became 

famous when it was introduced in a JR Hokkaido in-train magazine as “Craft Street.” 

Respondent-B also stated that representatives of nearby workshops got together and came up 

with a name for the area around their workshop, and the result was “Craft Kaido.” Wooden 

signs were erected along the streets to make people aware of their names. The Asahikawa 

Craft and Design Association, established in 1989 and dissolved in April 2021, was a trade 

organization that held exhibitions as part of its activities, and its members sought to build a 

foundation for their businesses. 

When examining the relationship between migrant entrepreneurs and the region, regional 

development and cultural policies led by the Higashikawa Town Office to promote migrants 

should not be overlooked. In 2016, “Centpure II,” an exchange complex in Higashikawa that 

promotes furniture, Daisetsuzan, and photography was opened, while the Higashikawa Style 

Section was established at the town office. The Higashikawa Style Section hosts several 

annual events to promote the region’s unique industry and culture. All six respondents 

participated in these events as local producers. 

4.3.4   Successors 

 The workshops nurtured several independent businesspeople. Thus far, Respondent-B 

allowed one employee to start his own business. A person from Respondent-C’s workshop 
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in Higashikawa started his own business. Participant Respondent-D is currently seeking 

successors. Respondent-E did not employ workers but sometimes taught trainees through 

internships. Respondent-F taught pottery to local children and had daily interactions with the 

local community―e.g., receiving farmers’ gifts of vegetables and fruit as part of their 

association with local children. 

5 Implications 

 The interview results were analyzed by considering the proposed concept of migrant 

entrepreneurs. The first point worth noting is the origin of Craft Street: As Respondent-B 

stated, “Representatives of nearby workshops got together and came up with a name for the 

area around their workshop, which became Craft Street.” The fact that the name “Craft Street” 

was introduced in JR Hokkaido’s in-train magazine, which Respondent-F referred to, also 

contributed to the increase in brand value. Shikida refers to these results as the effects of 

rediscovering a region and cultivating pride [11]. The impact of branding on an area, caused 

by migrant entrepreneurs, should also be considered. 

In this process, the establishment of “Centpure II” (an exchange facility centered on 

furniture, Daisetsuzan, and photography), through regional development and cultural 

policies led by the Higashikawa Town Office, succeeded in attracting many designers and 

creators to this area, which makes them migrant entrepreneurs. Although it is difficult to 

assert that Higashikawa is a creative city based on this fact alone, it can be said to be in the 

process of transforming into a creative city due to the presence of migrant entrepreneurs. 

From the perspective of succession planning, each participant created various forms of 

employment in the area. Although they do not create jobs en masse, like large corporations 

do, each of the interviewees support their employees to set up their own businesses, while 

some of them are opening businesses in Higashikawa or accepting trainees as interns, thereby 

creating the groundwork for employment promotion. According to interviews with the 

Higashikawa town office, more than 30% of Higashikawa’s residents are involved in 

furniture and craft manufacturing, including family businesses, and there are 43 

establishments involved in wooden furniture and craft manufacturing. It is safe to assume 

that these entrepreneurs support the industry through the jobs they generate.  

This form of succession planning has led to the development of successors who are 

becoming bearers of one of the characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs: regional 

revitalization. The number of people involved in the wood furniture and craft manufacturing 

industry has increased, especially among migrant entrepreneurs, while open exchange 

facilities such as “Centpure II” have been established. In addition, the Higashikawa Town 

Office is considering establishing a wood furniture and crafts learning center, utilizing the 

former factory site of Sakura Kogei Ltd., located at No. 9 Northwest Higashikawa, to 

encourage the emergence of successors in the wood furniture and crafts industry. 

Furthermore, since 2021, the Kuma Kengo & Higashikawa Town KAGU Design 

Competition, an international event for students and amateurs under 30 years old, has been 

held to foster human resources. The aim of this government support is to make Higashikawa 

a place where furniture industry workers and the general public can gather to learn about 

furniture manufacturing. This may enable the people involved to become leaders in regional 

revitalization. 

Finally, I will mention some of the difficulties experienced by the survey respondents after 

they migrated. Two respondents mentioned various challenges they experienced after they 

Migrant Entrepreneurs and Regional Revitalization: A Qualitative Case Study 11



 

Copyright © by IIAI. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited. 

migrated; they both had to make adjustments to fit in the local community. From a relational 

perspective, as described by Akasaka [22], it is likely that the interviewees were initially 

treated as strangers because of their position as migrant entrepreneurs. However, as time 

passed, the interviewees began to play a larger role in the community and were eventually 

accepted by the local residents. Kito refers to this as the assimilation process, which brings 

about significant changes in human relations in the local community [23]. 

6 Conclusion 

 The discussion thus far suggests that the concept of migrant entrepreneur proposed here is 

compatible with actual cases and that the concept of migrant entrepreneur has some validity. 

However, the results of the interviews were limited to only six cases. This limitation means 

that this study’s data may not adequately capture the characteristics and roles of migrant 

entrepreneurs. Therefore, it is necessary to increase the number of interviewees to improve 

the quality of the concept of migrant entrepreneurs. Subsequently, questionnaire items should 

be extracted to empirically validate the ideas of migrant entrepreneurs. 

Regarding this study’s theoretical development, although I developed the concept of 

migrant entrepreneurs based on various theories about strangers and entrepreneurs, I believe 

that the behavioral characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs are yet to be explored. Based on 

the results of future interviews and questionnaire analyses, it will be necessary to continue 

developing the theoretical aspects of the study. 

This study proposed the novel concept of migrant entrepreneurs—agents responsible for 

regional revitalization—and attempted to clarify their characteristics. Consequently, we 

verified the validity of this concept based on a study of the case of the town of Higashikawa, 

in Hokkaido prefecture, Japan. Based on these results, I constructed a behavioral model that 

considers the conceptual and behavioral characteristics of migrant entrepreneurs, which 

offers valuable insights for all stakeholders in the process of regional revitalization. 
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