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1. Introduction

Understanding young people’s engagement with their hometown is crucial in Japanese local development
today. Along with many other Japanese rural communities, Seki City, Japan is faced with the issue of an aging
population coupled with a decreasing birth rate and working-age population (National Institute of Population
and Social Security Research, 2023). Consequently, how the young generation makes decisions about settling
in Seki City has become increasingly important.

This paper focuses on high school students, who we believe are at the final and critical stage of interacting
and forming perceptions for the city. According to the Seki City Council, 70 percent of high school students
leave the city after graduation due to a lack of further education and job opportunities; however, 25 per cent
of these students expressed their wish to return to Seki City (Kitamura, 2017) and one of the common reasons
for the U-turn is an “attachment to their hometown” (Kitamura, personal communication, April 24™, 2024).
This raises the question about how such a positive perception of Seki City can be cultivated.

One common approach is to offer “hometown education” to high school students. However, during our
preliminary survey with several stakeholders in Seki City focusing on the effectiveness of hometown education
provided in schools and communities, we noticed that it is the involvement with the community that deepens
the student’s attachment to the community rather than hometown education provided in schools. For example,
one teacher at a high school in Seki City, stated that local experience is more important than hometown
education, and that forcing people to “attach themselves to their hometowns™ has the opposite effect (DFW
preliminary survey, June 19®, 2024). A local committee member in Seki City, not having any experience with
hometown education, said that “When I hold an event, I do not have a particularly strong desire to educate
children about their hometown. I hope the children will enjoy it.” (DFW preliminary survey, June 19", 2024).

Besides the advantage of community involvement over school-based hometown education, we also noticed
the local festivals in particular promoted community involvement. While one of us interviewed a university
student who wants to U-turn to Seki City after graduation, it was found that her involvement in local festivals
was related to her attachment to hometown. For example, while she attended a local festival as a kid, she saw
the adults from the local community who worked closely together to make the events exciting. The experience
positively influenced her decision to return to Seki City and contribute (DFW students’ interview, June 24",
2024).

This raises the possibility that “hometown” is tacit knowledge rather than coded knowledge. Students are
being informally educated about their hometown by interacting with the local community. Particularly, we will
focus on Seki City local festivals to investigate what the community’s effort is in making local festivals, and

how does it affect students’ perceptions of their hometown.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Endogenous Development Theory

As mentioned above, this study intends to explore young people’s engagement with their hometown through
Seki City local festivals. To capture such a dynamic, this study applies Kazuko Tsurumi’s Endogenous

Development Theory and its adaptation by Reiko Iwasa in the field of education.
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Generally, Tsurumi’s theory argues that a good form of local development comes from focus on a
community’s unique culture, tradition and natural resources (Iwasa, 2015, p. 61). In other words, rather than
being driven by outside forces like policies, self-development closely utilizing local resources is important.
This is highlighted as a process called recreation of tradition. This means the local people self-willingly
recreate their tradition to adapt to modern needs, and through this process a sense of attachment and pride is
created, strengthening the sense of community unity (Tsurumi, 1989, pp. 52-53).

According to Tsurumi (1989, p. 58), tradition is a set of patterns that have been passed down from
generation to generation, reflecting a community’s collective wisdom. Tsurumi recognizes three different
patterns composing tradition. The first pattern is structures of consciousness. This includes thoughts, beliefs
and values handed down over time. The second pattern is social relationships preserved across generations.
This includes the structure of family, village, town and city relationships. The third pattern refers to
technologies that are needed for necessities of life. Based on this definition, Tsurumi (1989, pp. 58-59) pointed
out historical tendency of recreating tradition: Whatever tradition will be routinized and become a mere
formality, failing to adapt to new societal context. Consequently, the tradition will be found reviving in its new
form. She (1989: 59) also pointed out the common people as “key person” for such a change in community,
who she believed can find the key to solving development challenges.

Thus, Tsurumi (1989, pp. 58-59) stated that, in case studies applying endogenous development theory, it
is essential to understand two key aspects: first, who changes tradition and how do they change it; and second,
the creativity of ordinary people.

In education branch, Iwasa emphasized endogenous development’s “changing” characteristics. It reflected
the local community’s continuous effort in recreating tradition according to changing context and needs. She
thus proposed that, for education to capture such a shifting dynamic, students should not be restricted in school
education (2015, pp. 85-86). Instead, they should interact with the living environment around them, through
which they are endogenously devoted to the process of acquiring knowledge, which in this case is often a tacit
one (Iwasa, 2015, p. 76; pp. 80-81). She commented that “We need to discard the stereotype that it is a specific
education that explains a particular field of study. Education and learning need to be thought of as dynamic,

changing as they grow (Iwasa, 2015, p. 86).”

2.2 Features of Japanese festivals

Tanaka (2007) offers a summary of the features of local festivals in general with a focused analysis on festivals
held in Japan. Generally, festivals are people’s spontaneous performance in the streets, which function as
public space. Because of various stakeholders’ participation, festivals often manifest both their cooperation
and conflict (Tanaka, 2007, p. 72). Additionally, festivals are non-routine events originated from routinized
social structure. This indicates two characteristics: First, along with societal changes, festivals will change or
diminish. Second, with changes in people’s consciousness, festivals’ significance (to people and community)
will change correspondingly (Tanaka, 2007, p. 72). These characteristics correspond with Tsurumi’s (1989)
statement on tradition (see 2.1), justifying the significance of exploring festival through Endogenous

Development Theory.
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Specifically, Japanese festivals share three elements. The first is their ritualistic nature. In Japanese, the
term for festival is matsuri, originating from verb matsuru, which means offering sacrifice. This constitutes
the most basic and important part of Japanese festivals: offering to deities (Tanaka, 2007, p. 73). However,
researchers observed that, due to the changing nature of human domain, rituals often have to be changed. For
example, the schedule of a festival and the time required to prepare it. This explains and features a changing
process of Japanese festivals: from rituals for deities to festivals for human (Tanaka, 2007, pp. 73-74).

The second element is the visual interplay of festivals. On the one hand, this emphasizes the dynamic
between seeing and being seen. The dynamic is highlighted by a statement that the particularity of Japanese
festivals is kenbutsu, people who watch festival events out of aesthetic concern. On the other hand, visual
interplay leads to open nature of Japanese festivals. For example, during festivals, in communities where they
are held, houses are open to the audience (Tanaka, 2007, pp. 75-76). The openness might explain researchers’
findings that festivals act as an important role in breaking through individuals’ loneliness and anxiety, bringing
people socially closer (Inaba, 2016; Kurabayashi, 1975).

The third element is externalization. This refers to Japanese festivals’ function in providing experiences
outside of daily routines. By experiencing the return from non-routine to daily routines by festivals, people
confirm their identity that “We belong to here” (Tanaka, 2007, pp. 76-78). This resonates with Kurabayashi
(1975, pp. 11-14), who argues that festival is one’s spiritual hometown. For local festivals, the confirmation
of identity leads to a sense of belonging to the community (Tanaka, 2007, pp. 78-79).

We infer from the above dynamics that Japanese festivals might foster social capital, in other words, the
“trust, norms, and networks that promote cooperative behavior and improve social efficiency” (Putnam, 1993).
This is supported by researchers such as Inaba (2016) who points out festivals’ function in promoting
cooperation that spontaneously arises among people regardless of profits; and Yamada (2016) who argues for
festivals’ role in strengthening bonds. More than simply connecting people temporarily, festivals form deep

bonds contributing to the stability and growth of society.

2.3 Community involvement in local festivals

Across different contexts, it was found that in general, participation in local festivals is positively associated
with place attachment (Lee, 2023; Maemura et al., 2013; Roomer, 2007; Zhang, et al., 2019). Shinonaga et al.
(2020) saw the reason as participation in festivals expands the network among residents and deepens their trust
in each other. This aligns with the findings in section 2.2. However, several factors might be involved, either
positively or negatively, in this process. They are the local festivals’ stakeholders, characteristics, content, and
goals.

First, different stakeholders play different roles in shaping local festivals and have different perceptions on
their experience. People with recreational purposes perceive local festivals more positively than those who
take festivals as work (Ossowska et al., 2023). Moreover, key persons might be leading a festival. For example,
in a community music festival, musicians were found to inspire the local community with interesting and
enjoyable music making (Mcmichael, 2023). Second, specific characteristics and contents of a festival might
make better contribution to place attachment. For example, cultural (Xu, et al., 2024) and religious festivals

(Roemer, 2007) were found to be promoting such an attachment. In addition, when local festivals involved

23



more visitors’ engagement, positive perceptions on the festivals and community were also found (Koenig-
Lewis et al., 2021). Third, the goals of local festivals, especially when they were designed not for local interest,
might interfere with community involvement. For example, when a local festival in South Korea was aimed
for enhancing its host city’s global competitiveness, its goal overtook community participation (Shin & Stevens,
2013).

We made two observations from the current literature on community involvement in local festivals. First,
several recent studies on a Japanese context showed awareness in connecting community-festival
interrelationship with the context’s unique culture and problem. For example, Yamashita (2021) described and
analyzed a local community’s certain degree of refusal to accept an outside-university students’ management
in a local festival. What’s more, Qu and Cheer (2021) depicted a relatively complete picture of a Japanese
community art festival, with response to every characteristic we concluded above. They argued that this
community art festival, in an attempt to preserve local culture, made its own efforts to overcome problems like
the aging society. They refused initiatives led by outside elites and their purpose to attract tourists. Rather, they
cut down on the scale of the festival, due to lack of personnel and financing. In the end, they formed a bottom-
up mode in the festival, to preserve culture and enhance community resilience.

Second, we noticed a lack of English language research discussing students’ involvement with the local
community in festivals. Though Yamashita (2021) discussed the dynamic of an outside-university students’

involvement in a community, more discussion over local students’ involvement in their own festivals is needed.

2.4 Seki City local festivals

With lack of study on Seki City’s community involvement on local festivals, we currently worked on [New
Edition of Seki City History: Folk Customs] (Seki City Education Committee, 1996) and blog of Seki City
Council to examine a chronical community involvement in Seki City local festivals and its changes overtime.

Historically, there were two main reasons for shaping the Seki City folk customs. First, Seki City served
as a vital communication line in ancient times. This gave Seki the privilege of cultural communication between
east and west Japanese culture. Second, Seki City’s mode of industry development shaped “Seki City Value”,
which was close relationships between people. This is exemplified by blade forging, which required their
knowledge to be passed down from generation to generation, preserving the traditional industry. (Seki City
Education Committee, 1996).

We noticed here a materialist thinking, that Seki City traditions and customs are shaped by its people’s
relation of production. Starting from this thinking, as local and national context has changed over time, changes
must have occurred in local festivals. What have these changes been, and how have Seki City people been
involved in them?

We noticed that Seki City festivals can be divided into city level and local level, in terms of scale. We took
three festivals as an example, one from city level, and two others from local level. They are picked because all
of them are Seki-City-born festivals (Seki City Education Committee, 1996) which are still alive today,
manifesting the changes over time. From the changing dynamics of these festivals, it was found that if a
festival’s customs were changed or revitalized for local needs, it would be inherited well. Otherwise, it might

be endangered.
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The first is the Seki Festival. It is a city level festival. Though originated from religious purpose (Seki City
Education Committee, 1996, p. 549), in 1951, developing from the Ceremony for the Reign of Emperor Showa,
the Seki City Tourism Association have begun to hold lighted mikoshi concours (Seki City Education
Committee, 1996, pp. 554-555). Until now, the concours was still held every year together with other
recreational events, and the mikoshi concours is juxtaposed by Seki Festival, when people refer to the event
(Seki Cooperative Associations, 2024).

The second is Night of 17", This is a local level festival held at Daimon on August 17", Once in the Edo
period, the region suffered from epidemic diseases. Local people turn to Shin-Chokoku-ji temple's Kannon to
pray, and the epidemic stopped exactly before Kannon’s Memorial Day. Interestingly, the current customs are
different from the origin of the festival, where people prepare handicrafts made by vegetable, the themes of
which are mainly about the current affairs (Seki City Education Committee, 1996: 475-477). An exhibition is
held almost every year in Daimon, on the street with the same name which is 500 meters long (Seki Sanpo,
2023).

The third is the Mountain Festival. It is a local level festival held at Kaminoho. In the past, people worship
the mountain god to pray for farming, childbirth and peace for children (Seki City Education Committee, 1996:
454-457). In the previous night of the festival, Children live in a picked (take turns every year) family’s house
to prepare for food and containers for worship. However, though this festival is unique to Seki City, few
children are involved in it, according to bloggers in 2010s (Seki City Hall Blog, 2011).

From these observations, we add to our supposition (see introduction) that there might be a more specific
focus on examining the community’s effort in making local festivals, which is, how have the local community

changed their local festivals?

2.5 Relevance of our study

The Endogenous Development Theory introduced above (see section 2.1) guided us to break down the student-
community-festival interrelationships into respective parts. First, it examines the process of how Seki City
local community changed or failed to change local festivals. Second, it investigates how students’ perception
of Seki City is influenced by the changes made by the local community.

Our argument is divided into two major points. First, based on Tsurumi’s theory that ideal local
development requires recreating tradition in response to modern needs, we believe that efforts in changing
Seki City’s local festivals, whether positive or not, would manifest a vivid process of community involvement
in local development, reflecting the local community’s endogenous response towards modern context.

Second, we see students informally educated about their hometown through interaction with the local
community in festivals. We assume that when students are involved in the local community’s effort in changing
Seki City’s festivals, they are involved in the process of understanding Seki City’s tradition and modern needs,
as well as the local community’s responses. Through this involvement, we want to understand how their

perception towards Seki City is influenced.

3. Research Design
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The initial focus of the study is on what the community’s effort is in recreating local festivals, and how it
affects students’ perceptions of their hometown.

Based on the above objective, two research questions are raised:

1. What are the changes in Seki City’s local festivals?
2. How does students’ involvement in the local festivals affect their perception of Seki City?

We adopted a qualitative approach, using interviews as our data collection tool to address our research
questions.

To address our first research question, we conducted interviews with a variety of stakeholders, including
local committee members, residents, city hall officials, students, and teachers. The aim was to acquire a general
picture of how Seki people have recreated their local festivals.

To answer our second research question, we conducted interviews with high school students to understand
their involvement in local festivals and its impact on their perception of their hometown. We asked the high
school students questions such as their perceptions of their hometown, the local festivals and tradition. The
word “tradition” we are using in this paper is related to “the recreation of tradition” introduced by Tsurumi
(1989). As the results unfold, readers might see the difference between “tradition” and culture in this case.

Regarding our sampling method, we targeted key persons in this process of recreation. In other words, we
chose people who have made contributions and people who are particularly interested in this process. For
example, for the interview at Seki High School, we picked students from the Regional Studies Club. This is
because we assume that students from the Regional Studies Club might be more interested in community
involvement compared to other students, so that we can understand more positive relations among students,
community involvement and festivals.

The question lists are included in the appendix.

4. Results and Discussion

The results are presented by the logic of presenting the results of two research questions respectively. Besides,
as introduced earlier, the two topics endogenous development studies should focus on are: First, by whom and
how traditions are changed. Second, the creativity of common people (see section 2.1). The analysis of results
on two research questions also aims to respond to the two topics. We try to interact results on Research

Question 1 with the first topic mentioned above, and Research Question 2 with the second topic.

4.1 Changes in Seki City local festivals

This section shows results on research question 1: What are the changes in Seki City’s local festivals?. This is
presented by the following way: First, changes in Seki City’s festivals will be analyzed using the three features
of Japanese festivals introduced in section 2.2. Second, we discuss how these changes reflect the process of
recreating tradition. Generally, Seki City’s festivals show changes in all of ritualistic nature, visual interplay

and externality. Among them, externality plays the most active role in endogenous development.

4.1.1 Results on changes in ritualistic nature
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Overall, we find that rituals in Seki City local festivals might change over time, but people understand the
reasons behind these changes. These changes apply to both traditional festivals and events. For example, the
lion dance’s group of dancers has expanded from only females to include males. For festivals with a less
ritualistic nature origin, we observe even bolder changes. For example, DJs (disc jockeys) and cosplay events
are now featured in the Seki hometown summer festival.

Meanwhile, some participants emphasize retaining the ritualistic nature as the core of festivals. This is
highlighted by several interviewees’ comments on aspects of festivals they most wish to preserve. “The root,
which is, why we started the festival.”, one interviewee noted. “Festivals are about rituals and these tradition
things. I hope traditions will continue. These make what festivals are.”, another commented. A third

interviewee added on a specific tradition, the lion dance, “Exorcism, the ritual which is both the root and

history.”

4.1.2 Results on changes in visual interplay

Based on interview results, we suggest that the extent of visual interplay might have declined, and thus, the
quality of it becomes an important concern. This is demonstrated by one interviewee’s comment on changes
in Night of 17", which includes vegetable handicrafts, “Though the scale (of the festival) is shrinking, the form
remains unchanged. (Nowadays) only high quality handicrafts win awards.” Other festivals are also said to
have experienced similar changes. For example, one interviewee noted Seki Festival’s decline in both number

’

and size, “the tradition of every district holding a performance is gone.”; “Mikoshi’s number declined from
about 120 to about 18.”

The decline in extent and emphasis on quality is also reflected in the interviewees’ emotional reaction
towards such a decline. Interviewees expressed sadness: “Due fo the decline of organizers, many changes
happen one by one, which is sad to see” and “The decrease in booths leads to a decrease in the festival’s
charm.” But meanwhile, one interviewee held even more positive thoughts and commented that, “Even if
quality declines, the value remains.”

A second issue is how do the interviewees perceive the value of festivals? As we have introduced earlier,
Japanese festivals’ visual interplay promotes openness to community and breaks through individuals’
loneliness (see section 2.2). Based on this explanation, we might connect both interviewees’ perception of
value and their emotion with openness. On one hand, decline in visual interplay causes decline in the range of
openness. This leads to less breakthroughs in individuals’ loneliness. On the other hand, Seki City local

festivals still provide visual interplay as well as openness. This is where value lies. As long as this function

exists, individuals can find opportunities to connect themselves with their community.

4.1.3 Results on changes in externality

We didn’t identify changes in externality. However, we recognize that people realize festivals provide non-
daily experiences. One interviewee explicitly commented that “Festivals are non-daily things. (I can see)
scenes which are different from daily life.” This feeling was exemplified by other interviewees’ festival-going

memories. One interviewee recalled:
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“I dropped the food I bought. I invited the person I liked to the festival. Normal things become
memorable because it was festival.”
Another shared:

“I remembered the things that happened around the city on August 17" because it is the day of festival.
1 even remember myself going to party with others.”

This finding provides us with an important step for understanding Seki City local festivals with the
perspective of recreating tradition. We have previously introduced that whatever tradition might be routinized
(see section 2.1). However, among three features of Japanese festivals, Seki City local festivals show
unchanging externality. This might suggest that the non-daily experiences Seki City local festivals provide are

not, or cannot be, routinized. Under this perspective, while the other two features have changed over time,

externality clearly plays a different role in Seki City local festivals. This will be discussed in the next section.

4.1.4 Externality is key to recreating tradition
Based on the results introduced above, we suggest that in the case of Seki City local festivals, externality is
key to recreating tradition. According to Tanaka (2007), festivals provide the experience of returning from
non-daily moments to daily moments, which creates identity (see section 2.2). However, other events or even
incidents can also provide the same experience. For example, when people give way to an ambulance, they
confirm their identities as good citizens. But, what is special when it comes to festivals’ externality? When
compared with the ambulance case, one of the prominent characteristics is that festival organizers hold festivals
with purpose. Then again, what is this purpose? The answer might lie at the very beginning. As mentioned
above, Seki City values close interpersonal relationships. We suggest that it is this “Seki City Characteristic”
that drives people to organize festivals: Because people have strong relationships, festivals are held. When
these festivals are held, people confirm that “we have close relationships.” This has been reflected in one
interviewee’s comment. When asked about what festivals mean to them, the answer was;

“In festivals, people gather, and you get to meet others. It’s a place where you can feel connection. When

I return home, I might ask my parents, ‘How was the festival?”’ It’s something I can’t help but care about.”

4.2 Students’ involvement in local festivals and their perception of Seki City
This section shows results on research question 2: how does students’ involvement in the local festivals affect
their perction of Seki City? We discuss how students’ involvement in local festivals affects their perception of
Seki City. Based on this discussion, eventually, we want to interact with the endogenous development topic:
creativity of common people. First, we will present three themes extracted from interviews with students.
They are cultural pride, human connection as well as heritage and innovation. In each theme, we will show
how they reflect students’ involvement with community. Second, using the topic, creativity of common people,
we will summarize and discuss challenges and aspirations in current students’ involvement in local festivals.
Overall, students’ involvement in local festivals influences their perception of Seki City by fostering
cultural pride, creating opportunities for human connection, and inspiring a sense of responsibility toward

tradition and innovation. While students value the festivals themselves, their attachment to Seki City stems
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primarily from the human relationships formed during these events, reinforcing the idea that festivals are a

medium for social connection rather than the sole source of attachment.

4.2.1 Fostering cultural pride through festivals

One of the most significant impacts of students’ involvement in festivals is the reinforcement of their
connection to Seki’s cultural identity. The Hamono Festival, a key festival in Seki, is particularly influential
in this regard. Students expressed a sense of pride in the city’s history, particularly its tradition of sword-
making, which they discovered through festival activities. A student remarked, “Through the Hamono Festival,
I learned about Seki’s history of blade-forging. It’s something that makes our town unique and important.”
Another student emphasized, “Visiting the museum during the festival helped me realize how important blade-
forging is to Seki’s history and how proud we should be of it.” This deeper understanding of local culture
creates a sense of pride and attachment and positively shapes their perception of the city. Literature supports
this, with Haga (2023) highlighting how early exposure to festivals fosters long-term attachment to one’s
hometown by linking cultural pride to interpersonal relationships.

Therefore, besides what have been discussed in section 4.1.4, culture pride also plays an important role in
confirming identity. By experiencing blade-forging events, which might be non-daily to many students, they
confirm not only an enduring culture’s importance to Seki City, but also their identity of being part of this
community. This is a time-spanning experience, as we came across an older interviewee who talked about the

pride when introducing widely used Seki City’s blade products to friends from other regions.

4.2.2 Festivals as catalysts for human connection

The most significant impact of festivals on students’ perception of Seki City lies in the relationships they foster.
Students consistently described their festival experiences as opportunities to strengthen bonds with peers, older
generations, and visitors. These relationships, rather than the festivals themselves, are the primary drivers of
attachment and pride. For instance, one student remarked, “Going to the festival with friends made it more fun.
Even if I didn’t know much about the history at first, being there with others helped me feel more connected to
the community.” This aligns with the observation that people relationships are at the core of students’
emotional ties to Seki City. Another student expressed, “At the festival, I met visitors from outside Seki and

’

people from other neighborhoods. It felt like we were all part of something bigger.” This resonates with
Ishida’s (2020) observation of festivals, which create a shared time and space where locals and visitors blend,
fostering unity that transcends the events themselves.

The students’ cases proved that interpersonal relationships, either experienced, fostered or strengthened
through festivals, are the foundation of attachment to Seki City. This exemplifies Tsurumi’s (1989) statement
that local development is based on the unique culture and wisdom of the local people, rather than on externally
imposed or imported values. In the next two sections, we will explore Tsurumi’s another topic, creativity of
the common people, by analyzing a more complicated picture of how students and older generations interact

with both heritage and contemporary adaptations in Seki City local festivals.

4.2.3 Balancing Heritage and Contemporary Adaptations
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In our interviews among younger students and older interviewees, we noticed a notable point of divergence in
their attitude toward contemporary adaptations in festivals. Generally, students appreciate modern additions,
such as haunted houses, which they feel enhance the appeal of festivals for younger audiences. As one student
shared:

“While the traditional aspects of the festival remain the same, there have been additions like outdoor

stages for performances, where younger people can express themselves through music or art. These

changes have made the festival more engaging for people of all ages.”

We find that students see such innovations as necessary to sustain interest and ensure that festivals remain
engaging in a changing world. One student said, “Adding modern elements like the haunted house in the
festival was a good idea. It made the festival more exciting for younger people.” However, there are some
students who expressed concern about losing cultural heritage, with one participant noting, “/ feel like the
traditions are being watered down. For example, (during one festival,) they used to drink sake, but now that’s
stopped. It feels like something is missing.”

Conversely, Older participants emphasize the preservation of traditional elements, such as mikoshi
(portable shrines) and dashi (festival floats), which they view as integral to maintaining Seki’s cultural heritage.
They see these practices as community responsibilities passed down through generations, anchoring their sense
of identity.

Younger participants often discover the cultural significance of festivals through active participation,
using these experiences to connect with Seki’s traditions. For example, one student remarked:

Many of us used to see Seki as just a small, quiet town, but participating in these festivals has helped us

understand its unique appeal. For example, learning about Seki’s history of sword-making or its local

traditions through festivals makes us more appreciative of what the town has to offer.

In previous sections, we argued how students and older interviewees shared similar, if not the same,
experiences regarding cultural pride and interpersonal relationships. However, we noticed a difference in
subjective perceptions towards festivals, between students and older interviewees. Generally, students’ initial
interest in festivals is frequently rooted in social interactions rather than cultural pride, indicating a secondary
attachment to cultural heritage. In contrast, older interviewees see festivals as essential to preserving and
passing down these heritages. One participant emphasized, “The essence of the festival should stay the same.
1t’s what connects us to our history and traditions.” Their perspective prioritizes cultural preservation and
continuity, reflecting a strong attachment to the historical and symbolic elements of festivals. While students’
connections to traditions are more experiential, older participants view these traditions as integral to Seki City’s
identity and worry that certain rituals are being lost over time.

However, our findings in previous sections might suggest that older interviewees’ worry is unnecessary,
because relationships formed during festivals often serve as the gateway for developing pride in Seki City’s

cultural heritage.

4.2.4 Overcoming challenges and inspiring aspirations
As we have proposed in section 4.1.4 and 4.2.2, Seki City’s tradition lies in close interpersonal relationships.

Now, looking through the perspective of “creativity of common people,” we argue that in Seki City’s case, the
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process of recreating tradition can be achieved through close cooperation between older and younger
generations. Such a cooperation itself can manifest a new creation of tradition, because a new way of forming
“Seki City Characteristics” is be found in contemporary relations of production, which people might suppose,
inherited from their former generations who were proud of blade-forging and cormorant fishing.

In our case, while festivals inspire attachment and pride, logistical barriers, such as transportation and
limited youth participation roles, hinder students from fully engaging in these events. Nevertheless, students
expressed aspirations to take on leadership roles and contribute to Seki’s cultural future. One student
commented, “I'd like to help manage a festival someday. It feels like a meaningful way to give back to Seki.”
This sense of responsibility highlights how festivals inspire students to envision themselves as contributors to
the community. Older participants echoed this sentiment, emphasizing the need to empower younger
generations: “We need to hand over the responsibility to younger people. They bring fresh ideas and can keep
the festivals going.” By providing more opportunities for students to actively shape Seki’s festivals, the city

can ensure the local festivals’ sustainability and cultivate future leaders for local development.

5. Conclusion

5.1 General findings

This study explores what the community’s effort is in recreating local festivals, and how it affects students’
perceptions of their hometown. Using Tsurumi’s (1989) endogenous development theory as theoretical
framework and Tanaka’s (2007) categorization of Japanese festivals as analytical tool, we find that Seki City’s
local festivals have manifested changes in all of ritualistic nature, visual interplay and externality. Among them,
externality plays a vital role in endogenous development by confirming people’s identity as belonging to Seki
City. We also find that during students’ involvement with community in local festivals, both students and older
generations foster cultural pride and close interpersonal relationships. In conclusion, we argue that Seki City’s

B

tradition lies in “Seki City Characteristics,” which is close interpersonal relationships. The process of
recreating tradition is manifested in the close cooperation between younger and older generations.

Based on our findings, we are able to give advice on Seki City local development. First, our findings
suggest that engaging younger generations in the community is beneficial and such an engagement should be
given more attention. While organizing community events, policymakers might encourage younger
generations’ participation at various levels. Second, our findings on different perceptions between younger and
older generations suggest that while in practice, understanding and listening to both older and younger
generations voices is important.

Finally, it is crucial to understand that change does not mean loss. Our study echoes with endogenous
development theory, suggesting that change is about adapting tradition to contemporary context. On the one
hand, an ideal festival involves a wide range of citizens and fosters dialogue. On the other hand, how such a
festival is organized serves as a window for how to strengthen interpersonal relationships, which have been

growing weaker in recent years.

5.2 Limitations
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This study had two limitations in itself. First, sampling is limited. The target students for the survey were
limited to a few students in one school’s Regional Studies Club. Meanwhile, the survey could not be
administered to all students in the target school or students from other schools. As a result, some of the findings
might not be entirely free from bias. Second, the role of “students” is not fully discussed. Though we included
students’ interaction between peers and some of the older generations, other subjects such as their families’

and schools’ influence are not discussed in this study.

5.3 Future orientations

During analysis, we considered the possibility that to secure the sustainability of festivals, it might be possible
to integrate a business perspective. It is interesting to find a balance between public interest and business,
gaining various stakeholders’ cooperation. On one hand, generating revenue can engage more people and help
pass festivals on to the next generation; on the other hand, while relying solely on traditional methods may
lack sustainability, a purely business-oriented approach could alienate those who value the essence of festivals.

Future studies might explore such a business perspective.
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Appendixes

Appendix A: The Questionnaire for students

Question No. Question
Ql Which festivals have you participated in Seki City?
Q2 ‘When did you participate?
Q3 What made you decide to participate in the festival?
Q4 Did you go with anyone?
Q5 If you went with someone, who was it with?
Q6 How did you participate in the festival?
If you have volunteered or performed, what kind of activities have you participated
Q7 in?
Q8 Do you feel the festival is traditional?
Q9 How much do you think local people participate in the festival?
Q10 How often do you participate in festivals?
Q11 What do you think about Seki City?
QI2 Why do you think Seki City is a good place to live?
Q13 Why do you think Seki City is difficult to live in?
What do you think is important for young people to continue living in or return to
Q14 Seki City?

Appendix B : Interview question list

Question No. Question Target Group
Have you attended any local festivals in Seki City? If so, in what way didCommon
CQl1 you participate—as a visitor or as an organizer? Questions
Common
CQ2 Can you describe some memorable experiences from a local festival? Questions
Have you noticed any changes in the local festivals over the past few years?/Common
CcQ3 If so, what changes have you observed? Questions
Local
How do you think modernization has impacted the cultural significance offCommittee
LCQ1 the festivals? Member
Local
In your opinion, how do local festivals impact the perception of Seki City|Committee
LCQ2 among its residents, especially students? Member
Are there any traditional aspects of the festivals that you feel have been lost
LPQI or diminished due to modernization? Local People
Do you think there are aspects of the festival that should remain unchanged?
LPQ2 Why? Local People
How often do you attend local festivals? What factors influence your
SQ1 decision to attend or not attend? Students
What kind of activities or events would make you more likely to attend local
SQ2 festivals? Students
Do you think there are enough opportunities for young people to get
SQ3 involved in planning or organizing local festivals? Students
SQ4 What’s your impression of Seki City? Students
Has the content of the festival changed compared to when you were in|
SQ5 elementary school? Students
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How has your impression of Seki City changed over the past three years?

SQ6 Why? Students
Do you think hometown education (exploring education) in high school has

SQ7 formed your attachment to your hometown? Students
Did your participation in the city’s festivals make you like Seki City? Why?

SQ8 Why not? Students

SQ9 What do you think about your hometown festival? Students
Have you had any opportunities to be involved in festivals during your

SQI10 school activities? Students
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1. Introduction

Japan’s shifting demographics present a challenge on multiple fronts. Not only does its aging population
present dire prospects on the socioeconomic level, but the simultaneous shift of younger populations from rural
to urban environments has left Japan’s countryside in a state of decline. Consequently, as opportunities for
education and employment vanish, so do the prospects of economic development (Love, 2014).

The value of tourism as a tool of rural development fits precisely to these conditions, however. In an era
of vanishing countryside, rural tourism can help preserve local traditions and stimulate local industries while
also generating revenue that can be further invested into the preservation and continuation of rural lifestyles
(UNWTO, n.d.). Consequently, the expansion of Japan’s rural tourism sector has often been touted as a remedy
for rural decline, having been put into practice in prefectures across the country (Love, 2014). Municipalities
across Gifu Prefecture are no exception to this trend, having recently increased their investments in rural
tourism as a means to combat stagnation and decline. Seki-shi is one such location, having leveraged its
advantages in historical and nature-driven tourism in order to attract tourists. However, while Seki-shi has seen
satisfactory results thus far, receiving 2,860,000 visitors in 2023 according to city data, its success has not
driven significant rural development. It is amid these struggles that Seki-shi has opted to prioritize branding
itself not just as a place of historical richness, but as a city known for samono. While Seki-shi’s local
governance remains devoted to this branding direction, there remains value in assessing the perspectives of
stakeholders other than the local-level officials of Seki-shi. To that end, this study compares and contrasts the
values and characteristics of Seki-shi that three key stakeholder groups —residents, tourists and city officials —

identify as most valuable to Seki-shi’s tourism branding.

1.1 Research Questions and Objectives

The objective of this research is to understand what Seki-shi’s brand is in relation to tourism from the
perspective of three key stakeholders: residents, tourists and city officials. Although it is primarily known for
its cutlery, Seki-shi has many diverse characteristics. Where the Tourism Division seeks to characterize Seki-
shi as a city of swords, its residents and even tourists identify different points of appeal. Consequently, an
investigation into these unique perspectives to identify the strongest aspects of Seki-shi from each stakeholders’
perspective has practical value. In doing so, this study will be able to achieve three key goals:

1) Develop an understanding of what different stakeholders believe to be the strongest aspects of Seki-shi’s
brand

2) Identify disparities in how Seki-shi’s current tourism industry is viewed by the stakeholders

3) Based on our data, develop a recommendation for how Seki-shi can rebrand itself to be more in line with
the strengths identified in question 1.

Where the first two goals represent our desire to quantify and collate a variety of perspectives into a
reportable format, the latter represents an opportunity to contribute to the city’s tourism industry. As it stands,
Seki-shi is still discovering its identity as a tourist destination, especially in its current attempt to transition
from a destination with specialist appeal to one with a more exotic appeal to younger demographics. Despite
its efforts, its tourism industry is not a runaway success, with members of the Tourism Division noting that it

lacks the ability to compete with similarly situated rural towns. Bearing that in mind, this study presents an
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opportunity to understand what the most marketable aspects of Seki-shi’s brand are. From there, the study will
be able to provide insight regarding the relevance of the desired “Capital of Swords” image by comparing the
Tourism Division’s plans with data that is reflective of Seki-shi’s brand in the eyes of the various stakeholders.
In comparing the results, the study can identify the most consequential aspects of the city’s identity. Such
insights can be beneficial in a variety of ways, from informing the Tourism Division of the city’s more

marketable aspects to setting up differentiated tourism promotion strategies for different age groups.

2. Background and Literature Review

As defined by UN Tourism, rural tourism refers to a set of activities tourists take part in which relate to nature,
agriculture and rural culture. Across both the developed and developing world, rural tourism has played a role
in advancing development agendas in a way that theoretically prioritizes the cultural sanctity of indigenous
populations (UNWTO, n.d.). Furthermore, the benefits of rural tourism as a tool for regional development are
multifaceted. Liu et. al (2023), for instance, identify three dimensions of this role: the economic, social and
environmental.

Economically, rural tourism is noteworthy for its ability to bolster local employment opportunities while
also stimulating agricultural production and entrepreneurship among locals. The influx of foreign tourists also
promotes tax revenue on the local level, further strengthening the economic resilience of the host destination.
In terms of sociological impact, by introducing local producers to expanded markets, rural tourism can allow
for the greater diffusion and preservation of regional traditions. Resultantly, social stability increases in tandem
with the growth of these markets, which in some cases can slow rural depopulation. Finally, with regard to its
environmental impact, rural tourism provides access to income sources that can be leveraged in order to
preserve rural land by way of beautification, pesticide mitigation and increasing biodiversity (Liu et. al, 2023).

Thus, it is widely accepted that rural tourism can play a positive role in regional and community
development. This applies broadly to tourism as a whole in countries worldwide, though there are caveats
unique to the circumstances in which tourism occurs. For instance, while both rural and urban areas see benefits
in GDP, employment, and levels of domestic activity because of tourism, these benefits tend to manifest
disproportionately higher in urban areas. Nevertheless, the potential for spillover from tourism-induced urban
growth means that rural areas can experience the benefits of tourism indirectly as well (Hyytia et. al, 2013).
However, tourism is not an unequivocal positive in terms of development. As Diamond (1997) explains,
tourism can often have a “corrupting influence” on communities, encouraging them to rely on enclave
industries that support the needs of visitors rather than townspeople.

Love (2014) identifies Tohoku as an example of the consequences of rural tourism. Although its nostalgic
appeal attracted a significant number of visitors throughout the 1990s, Love notes that this relationship was
ultimately “extractive,” draining Tohoku of its natural resources to meet the needs of visitors. Indeed, the
concept of furusato and nostalgia-driven rural tourism was a significant driving force of tourism during this
period, with televisions advertisements, movies and even poetry espousing the appeal of the countryside
(Creighton, 1977). Furthermore, an increase in disposable income among the city populace of Japan towards

the end of the 1980s propelled many wealthy tourists towards the countryside (Knight, 1994). This trend passed,
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however, with many of Tohoku’s hurriedly constructed and subsidized hot springs and resorts now standing
empty (Love, 2014).

This leaves rural tourism in a precarious state. While many rural towns and villages seek to improve local
attractions to draw new visitors, other outward-facing solutions such as the furusato nozei (FN) system and
michinoeki have also been increasingly utilized in recent years. Initially devised to redistribute resources
among different municipalities, as well as to promote competition between them, the FN system has produced
strong motivations for citizens to donate to rural towns (Umeda, Ryynénen & Hyyryldinen, 2024).

Michinoeki, on the other hand, fulfill a variety of purposes: providing free parking spaces and restrooms,
spreading information, acting as vendors for regional specialties, cooperating with regional communities and
acting as shelters in case of natural disasters (Ito et. al, 2022). While not all these purposes are directly aligned
with the goal of promoting tourism, the benefits they offer to travelers act as a form of promotion to a great
degree of success. Reflecting this, the number of michinoeki in Japan has grown from 103 in 1993 to 1,193 in
2022, with these structures now widely considered as being among the most effective tools for economic
recovery and the revitalization of local economies (Ito et. al, 2022). Yet with local municipalities with varying
specialties across Japan competing in the FN and michinoeki systems, general studies of these systems fail to
account for specific regional experiences. Furthermore, studies of these two systems are similarly
uninformative about local-level sales within these towns. For instance, while Seki-shi’s hamono might
constitute a popular item in the FN system, the city’s level of success in selling ~amono within the city, on the
basis of year-round tourism, necessitates further exploration. In that sense, the study of Seki-shi’s specific
experiences in leveraging its specialization in hamono has merit.

On a general level, Seki-shi has benefitted from these two initiatives. The FN system has been particularly
lucrative, with Seki-shi’s locally produced nail clippers and golf balls being some of the city’s most popular
gifts. On a similarly positive note, Seki-shi’s tourism statistics have rebounded since the lockdowns induced
by the COVID-19 pandemic, with the city receiving 2,860,000 visitors in 2023, according to city data.
However, while these numbers represent a solid footing for Seki-shi’s tourism industry, they are by no means
optimum, with Seki-shi’s struggle to create local opportunities to support its declining population continuing
to this day.

Nevertheless, Seki-shi has its strengths as a tourism destination. Cormorant fishing, its ayu and yuzu, its
renowned cutlery and Monet’s Pond represent its most notable features. In the June 2024 pre-survey conducted
for this research, interviews were held with Seki-shi’s tourism department to ascertain the current direction of
their tourism strategy. The tourism department expressed their belief that if Seki-shi is to distinguish itself
from other cities within Gifu Prefecture, then it is imperative that they promote Seki-shi's unique character,
and brand Seki-shi as the ‘City of Swords’. Similarly, Seki-shi has established Seki Terrace, a structure devoted
to acting as a hub for tourists, in order to increase its accessibility as a tourist-receiving destination. Seki
Terrace also acts as both a marketplace for locally produced goods and a hall for small-scale functions,
representing its multifaceted utility. In terms of promotion, Seki-shi has leveraged its history of swordsmithing
in collaborations with various movies, manga and anime. This marketing push has even reached out to
foreigners, with the city having a webpage dedicated exclusively to foreign tourists (visitseki.jp). In terms of

SNS presence, however, Seki-shi’s marketing is underutilized, with the city’s Tourism Division primarily
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relying on Facebook and Instagram. Notably, TikTok is not currently a part of their PR strategy due to concerns
about the platform’s stability.

3. Methodology

In order to better understand how the three different stakeholder groups —tourists, residents and city officials —
perceive Seki-shi's tourism brand, this study primarily utilized semi-structured interviews and in-field
observation to collect data. Through this format, each stakeholder and key informant was able to offer unique
perspectives that were of value to the study. For instance, from the Tourism Division and staff at Seki Terrace,
the study was able to obtain more detailed information about Seki-shi and the current state of tourism.
Specifically, the study was able to understand what they wish to project as the most important aspect of the
city’s brand. That data could then be compared to ascertain how consistent the city officials’ views are with
those of tourists and citizens.

Meanwhile, from the citizens and tourists, the goal was to obtain an understanding of what Seki-shi is in
their eyes. To that end, a distinction was made in their interview questionnaire by designing shorter and easier-
to-answer questions through which the desired information could be quickly obtained, while also leaving aside
sufficient time to access a larger number of interviewees. Furthermore, when recording the data obtained from
these interviews, the subjects’ ages and places of origin were also noted, so that they could be compared in
order to distinguish between the voices of different age and regional demographics when analyzing the
interview results.

With regard to location, interviews with the city officials took place in a group setting at Seki City Hall.
Interviews with residents also took place within city hall and the surrounding vicinity. Furthermore, interviews
with two residents involved with a local manufacturing company (hereinafter referred to as “LMC”) took place
at the company’s headquarters. Tourists were primarily interviewed at three key locations that each emphasized
notable aspects of Seki-shi’s tourism brand: Monet’s Pond (nature), Mugegawa Onsen (leisure) and Seki
Terrace (hamono). Additionally, a single interview was conducted at the Rasuten Horado michi no eki.
Although this study primarily targeted domestic tourists, a handful of interviews with foreign tourists were
conducted as well, primarily at Monet’s Pond.

Data was collected throughout the course of two visits to Seki-shi. Interviews with city officials took place
during the preliminary survey in June 2024, while interviews with citizens and tourists took place in October
of the same year. Initially, there were plans to conduct a second round of interviews with city officials during
the October visit, but the proximity of the fieldwork to Seki Matsuri meant that neither the town hall officials
nor the employees at local tourist centers such as Seki Terrace were available for interviews.

In total, 72 people were interviewed as part of the study. This includes interviews with 31 domestic tourists,
6 foreign tourists, 30 residents and 5 city hall officials. Resultantly, the study was able to acquire data that, for

each group, can be considered largely generalizable to the broader population.

4. Findings and Discussion
4.1 Stakeholder Group 1: City Official Interview Results (Pre-Survey)
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During the initial visit in June 2024, city officials at Seki-shi town hall explained both their image and their
rationale for the ideal direction of Seki-shi’s tourism branding. Among the first points noted by the
interviewees was their hope to develop a “Capital of Swords” brand, the self-styled ideal of Seki-shi’s tourism
industry. In the eyes of the city officials, this theme captures the greatest strengths of Seki-shi as a tourist
destination: blades (inclusive of both hamono and katana) and history. The former is especially crucial with
regard to a shift in target demographics. While Seki-shi’s historical appeal, bolstered by foundations such as
the presence of Enku imagery throughout the city, has steadily attracted tourists from throughout Japan, these
visitors tend to skew older than what the Tourism Division considers ideal. Consequently, city officials see
value in leveraging the more exotic appeal of swords to broaden Seki-shi’s appeal among younger generations,
particularly with regard to women in their 20s, who city officials felt are most susceptible to this advertising
direction.

Such efforts have been met with mixed results, though city officials emphasized that the impracticality of
accurately tracking tourism-related data renders this a partial assessment at best. What has been easily
observable, however, is the difficulty Seki-shi faces on the competitive level. Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka and even
Nagoya are all relatively close by. However, barring even these considerable contenders, Seki-shi must also
compete with smaller towns with a similar claim to fame. Indeed, Sakai-shi and Sanjo-shi, for instance, also
brand themselves through blade smithing. Evidently, even the “Capital of Swords” branding still has
challenges of its own. This is a fact that the city’s tourism authorities deeply recognize.

Though not entirely related to the question of branding direction, this interview revealed other noteworthy
insights. With regard to promotion, for example, the officials explained the city’s absence from TikTok, citing
concerns regarding the platform’s long-term stability in the face of international bans. With this crucial avenue
for international outreach unfeasible in the eyes of the local government, other platforms have taken the
spotlight instead, such as the city’s Instagram account and its foreign-facing tourism website. Additionally,
though exclusively on the domestic level, Seki-shi takes part in a variety of collaborations to expand its reach
across Japan. In a similar vein, Seki Terrace, the city’s tourism hub, was constructed both as a local marketplace
that emphasizes its artisanal strengths (particularly with regard to hamono and delicacies such as locally
sourced milk) in addition to acting as an information center. Beyond the question of promotion, the Tourism
Division also stressed the monetization of the city’s scenic areas as yet another significant hurdle. Indeed,
although the city officials remain keenly aware of the strength of the Itadori region as a beacon of natural

beauty, questions remain over how this popularity can be leveraged in a way that drives revenue.

4.2 Stakeholder Group 2: Tourist Interview Results

Interviews with tourists at Monet’s Pond, Mugegawa Onsen, and Seki Terrace included diverse subjects.
Respondents varied based on factors such as age, sex, prefecture of origin and their motives for visiting Seki-
shi. Consequently, in collating interview data, findings were categorized using these factors to develop a more

robust image of tourists as a key stakeholder.
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Figure 1: Domestic Tourists by Attraction Visited
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Domestic tourists ranged from their 20s to their 80s, with visitors in their 50s accounting for the largest
group. Conversely, tourists in their 20s accounted for the smallest proportion of tourists visiting Seki-shi. It
should be noted that foreign tourists mostly visited Seki-shi with their families, so, unlike domestic tourists,

children were present among this group.

Figure 2: Domestic Tourists by Age
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Figure 3: Domestic Tourists by Prefecture of Origin
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Figure 4: Domestic Tourists by Sex
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Additionally, the domestic tourists that visited Seki-shi were overwhelmingly male, accounting for roughly
2.5 timesthe number of female tourists. With regard to prefectures of origin, the largest group of tourists came
from within Gifu Prefecture, suggesting that a significant number of visitors already live close to Seki-shi.
Visitors from other prefectures such as Aichi (the second largest group of respondents), Chiba and Osaka were
present as well. Notably, nearly all of these respondents were only day-trippers as opposed to staying

overnight.

4.2.1 Young Tourists (20—40 years old)
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Most young tourists consider Monet’s Pond to be a stopping point on their travels to further destinations, rather
than their primary destination. To that end, tourists in this age group noted that they simply happened to
discover Monet Pond through the Internet, often through Google Maps, whilst planning their routes.
Consequently, although they maintain a relatively low level of interest in the pond itself, these tourists still
found themselves compelled by the natural beauty of the Itadori region. Notably, these tourists communicated
a low level of awareness regarding the additional attractions that Seki-shi had to offer. Although this trend
appeared across all age groups, it was most apparent among younger tourists. While this points to an
ineffectiveness of marketing on a variety of levels, more direct factors bear consideration as well. For instance,
Monet’s Pond lacks any significant landmarks and signage identifying its presence. Even more pressing was
the lack of any information regarding the city’s other tourist attractions. Bearing in mind the city’s goal of
promoting tourism among specific demographics through its sword-themed branding, the absence of such
signposting at the pond is representative of an untapped marketing opportunity.

Though in smaller numbers than at Monet’s Pond, younger tourists had a presence at Seki Terrace as well.
One respondent from this age group, for instance, noted that Seki Matsuri was the reason for his visit. To that
end, he was satisfied with his experience at Seki Terrace, as a place where he could appreciate the local craft
of hamono.

Notably, however, while nature and hamono attracted the younger visitors to Seki-shi, recreational
facilities such as Mugegawa Onsen seemed to lack appeal. Instead, the hot spring proved far more effective in

enticing older groups to visit the city.

4.2.2 Middle-Aged Tourists (40—60 years old)

Middle-aged tourists tended to visit Monet’s Pond alongside neighboring attractions such as the Nagara River
and a shrine famous for its water, representing a larger amount of time spent in the Itadori area.
Recommendations from acquaintances and online searches tended to be the avenues through which they
discovered these areas. Overall, when members of this age group were asked about the tourism features of
Seki-shi that most appealed to them, many mentioned their preference for places that are suitable for families
or travelling in a group.

Similar results were obtained through interviews conducted with this group at Mugegawa Onsen. As
recreational hotspots meant to easily accommodate groups of a variety of ages, hot springs provided an
opportunity through which groups of visitors could socialize while indulging in recreational activity. Hence,
although many of the visitors at Mugegawa Onsen came from out of town, many did not explicitly feel that

they were tourists, as much as they were patrons of a local business.

4.2.3 Senior Tourists (60-80 years old)

Like middle-aged tourists, senior tourists expressed an appreciation for both the natural beauty of the Itadori
region, as well as the local delicacies such as the ayu and the historical richness of the city. Group tours were
a common mode of visit among this age group, with target attractions typically known through personal

connections, rather than through specific marketing campaigns. Interviews also emphasized the popularity of
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more recreational endeavors among this age group, such as relaxing at hot springs or visiting local parks, such

as Hyaku-nen Kouen.

4.2.4 Foreign Tourists

Similar to younger tourists, foreign tourists demonstrated a lack of knowledge regarding the local offerings.
Nearly all of the foreign tourists interviewed for this study were found at Monet’s Pond and were simply
passing through on the way to other destinations. In another parallel with younger tourists, Google Maps and
other unofficial internet sources highlighting nearby photo opportunities were key to their decision to visit
Seki-shi. Consequently, many tourists expressed a sense of ambivalence towards Seki-shi, and were generally
unaware of their proximity to it. Furthermore, these tourists also generally expressed a sense of surprise in

discovering the role of hamono in Seki-shi, going on to stress their interest in it.

4.2.5 Generalizable Data Among Tourists and Comparisons with the Tourism Division

Figure 5: Most Marketable Aspect of Seki-shi According to Domestic Tourists
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Figure 6: Domestic Tourists’ Reasons for Visiting Seki-shi
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While the above paragraphs illustrate the many differences in motive, experience and satisfaction among
tourists as a group, more generalizable data regarding their perspectives of Seki-shi was nevertheless obtained
through the interviews. For instance, although 37% of respondents felt that famono was the most marketable
aspect of Seki-shi, less than 5% identified it as their primary motive for visiting the city. Instead, the biggest
motivator was nature (including Monet’s Pond, the local rivers and ayu), accounting for more than 30% of
respondents. This suggests a significant gap between what tourists as stakeholders perceive as valuable tourist
attractions and what attracts them to the city. It also underlines the problems identified by the Tourism Division
with regard to the monetization of nature; as it stands, the most successful driver of tourism is also unprofitable.
Taken with tourists’ recognition of hamono as Seki-shi’s most marketable aspect as well as their opinion that
it was not adequately present throughout the city, the Tourism Division’s move towards the “Capital of Swords”
image seems justified. Yet taken in conjunction with the perspectives of residents as outlined below,
particularly with regard to those of the local manufacturing company representatives, this perspective fails to
account for the fact that the individual consumer is not enough to sustain the popularity of Seki-shi’s hamono,

rendering it a doubtful pillar upon which the city’s tourism regime might be built.

4.3 Stakeholder Group 3: Resident Interview Results
Similar to tourists, residents varying in age from their 20s to their 80s were interviewed as well. Throughout

these interviews, this stakeholder group offered their views not just on tourism within Seki-shi, but the city's
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broader character as well. Resultantly, this group was informative about the various charms around which

Seki-shi could structure its tourism regimen.

Figure 7: Residents by Age
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Figure 8: Residents by Sex
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Figure 9: Residents’ Opinions on the Character of Seki-shi
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The data obtained from these interviews indicates that, in the eyes of residents, hamono most effectively
encapsulates the character of Seki-shi, with nearly half of the 30 interviewees ranking it as such. Other factors,
such as the novelty of Seki-shi’s shape, as well as its natural beauty, were also emphasized as core
characteristics of the city. Furthermore, an especially popular belief among middle-aged respondents was that
livability and kid-friendliness (especially with regard to the number of areas where kids can play) of Seki-shi
were another of the city’s charms. In particular, the balance of urban and rural areas within the city led many
respondents to believe that there remains an abundance of places in Seki-shi that are suitable for parents and
children to spend time together. Notably, this observation is in line with many of the desired values that were
stressed by middle-aged tourists. However, this characterization is crucially absent from the Tourism
Division’s sword-centric imagery of the city, which stresses a sharper and more exotic form of appeal than the

warmth described in residents’ responses.
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Figure 10: Most Marketable Aspect of Seki-shi According to Residents
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Similar to the disparity between what tourists viewed as the strengths of Seki-shi in comparison to the
factors that compelled them to visit, there were also disparities between residents’ views on the character of
Seki-shi compared to its most marketable factors. Indeed, although nearly half of the respondents ranked
hamono as the city’s most defining characteristic, residents were more divided with regard to the city’s
marketability. While 24% cited hamono as the city’s strongest tourism resource, 28% of respondents felt that
nature (inclusive of Monet’s Pond and local parks, such as Hyaku-nen Kouen) was the city’s greatest tourism
resource. Ayu and cormorant fishing, itself an intersection of historical, culinary and natural appeal, accounted
for 18% of responses. Notably, historical attractions, despite being fondly spoken of by residents, only
constituted 6% of responses. On the subject, one elderly respondent stated that although she wanted to market
the city’s history, she felt that a general lack of awareness regarding the city’s historical significance among

outsiders left her unable to do so.

4.3.1 Local Manufacturing Company Interview Results

As part of the interviews with residents as a stakeholder group, the study also conducted an interview with two

workers at a the LMC. Among a variety of other products, the LMC also produces tools such as knives and

nail clippers, both being specialties of Seki-shi. Hence, as a direct manufacturer of the hamono which the city

strives to further promote, the study was able to gather unique insights on the city’s tourism branding.
Throughout the interview, the LMC representatives, one of whom works in a managerial capacity,

expressed disagreement with the positioning of ~amono as the centerpiece of the city’s tourism regime. From
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the company’s revenue perspective, the number of visitors who purchase hamono is insignificant compared to
the revenue generated by large-scale sales to other companies. Furthermore, the workers also expressed that
hamono lacks the appeal necessary to induce tourism within Seki-shi. In effect, then, it is more economical for
Seki-shi to invest in business-to-business sales of hamono rather than business-to-person sales.

Although the LMC representatives felt that industrial development is better off considered in isolation from
tourism, they maintained that there is still a link between the two. Indeed, broader trends in Japan's economic
strategy have seen many regions leverage their unique cultural and historical assets to attract tourists and
diversify their economic base. However, although Japan has been prioritizing the tertiary sector, the
interviewees noted that this does not necessarily come at the expense of the secondary sector. Instead, the two
can complement each other. For example, they felt that promoting hamono as a tourism draw can
simultaneously support local manufacturers by increasing demand for high-quality artisanal knives, both as
souvenirs and exports. The caveat is that this mutually beneficial relationship should be taken as an
enhancement to an already flourishing tourism base, rather than as its foundation.

Instead, the LMC representatives noted that the city’s tourism foundation should be expanded by investing
in accommodation and support facilities, in order to bolster the revenue generated from tourism activities.
Furthermore, similar to the middle-aged respondents from among this stakeholder group, the representatives

also emphasized the value of branding Seki-shi as a place for family outings with rich natural appeal.

4.4 Seki-shi According to the Three Stakeholders

Through preliminary data with city officials, the messaging of the Tourism Division was clear: Seki-shi’s
future in the realm of tourism would be bound to its ability to transition from a city of rustic charm into a
capital of swords and history. On the surface, this is a resonant perspective. In addition to the Tourism Division,
tourists and residents all see hamono as core to the character of the city. But taken alongside the question of
tourism as a tool of regional development, the perspective becomes muddy; despite it being Seki-shi’s claim
to fame, hamono plays only a minor role in attracting visitors to the city. Furthermore, while it provides notable
revenue, particularly during Seki Matsuri, local manufacturers such as the LMC have doubts regarding its
viability as a tourism pillar. Instead, they posit that hamono, while still central to the idea of Seki-shi, would
be better utilized in business-to-business endeavors, rather than as a cornerstone of its tourism industry.

Tourists, for their part, expressed greater personal interest in other aspects of the city, particularly with
regard to its natural beauty because it provided more leisurely and relaxed tourism experiences. Its potential
value, though yet untapped, as a family-friendly locale bears mentioning as well. Residents of Seki-shi attested
to its value as such, remarking that its wide and open spaces lent themselves to tourism experiences of value
to families with children. Middle-aged tourists, though mostly visiting Seki-shi either by themselves or with
their partners, drew a similar conclusion as well.

The value of Seki-shi’s natural beauty, from Monet’s Pond to its mountains and rivers, was of note to
tourists as well. However, they felt that this nature, due to the lack of supporting facilities such as restaurants
and hotels in Itadori, largely existed in isolation. Such perspectives are not lost on the Tourism Division, which
also recognizes the potential of natural beauty as a driver for tourism, yet also aware of their inability to

effectively monetize it. The LMC representatives, however, see this as emblematic of the value of a more
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multi-faceted approach to tourism, with nature supported by revenue-generating facilities working in tandem
with a more industrialized approach to hamono to form the core of a tourism industry that is conducive to

regional development.

4.5 Other Suggestions

Though not directly tied to the question of perspective, the three stakeholder groups maintained a consensus
on certain points that, if addressed, could significantly improve the efficacy of tourism within Seki-shi. The
most obvious example of this is the lack of public transportation, taken alongside the considerable distance
between Seki-shi’s tourism hotspots. The Tourism Division, residents and tourists all remarked on this issue,
stating that more efficient means of transportation throughout the city would bolster its appeal.

Other issues bear mentioning as well. For instance, the lack of signage at Monet’s Pond represented a
significant missed opportunity to capitalize on tourists who are already within the area of Seki-shi. Furthermore,
as historical attractions outside of cormorant fishing proved less valuable to residents than to the Tourism
Division, while having strikingly little presence among tourists, an exploration of this lack of consensus has
merit. As one resident suggested, a greater attempt to promote Seki-shi’s more striking historical attributes,
such as the self-mummification of Enku, could prove valuable with respect to the surprise that they might
inspire among tourists.

A final point to note is the importance of accessibility with respect to a more relaxed vision of tourism.
With spots such as parks and Mugegawa Onsen being especially popular among the elderly, some stakeholders
remarked that maintaining ease-of-access for these groups had a significant influence on their patronage. For
instance, one visitor at Mugegawa, who came from outside the city, noted that he had begun to visit the hot
spring less regularly following its renovation. Prior to its renovation, customers were able to reserve hot springs
in advance, which allowed him to easily bring his elderly and disabled mother to Mugegawa Onsen. Yet after
the renovation, this was no longer an option. Hence, as the reality of patronage at Mugegawa began to clash
with the idea of relaxed, leisurely tourism, the respondent found that his visits to Seki-shi were growing

increasingly less likely.

5. Conclusion
Although rural tourism is often a road to development, its implementation involves complex considerations.
In the case of Seki-shi, branding is one such consideration, particularly in regard to the views of the three
stakeholder groups. While they maintain a consensus in their view of hamono as core to the city’s character,
in practice, it has not proven to be a significant driver of tourism to the city; a belief which is reflected even
within the city’s own hamono industry. Likewise, the lack of tourism attractions focusing specifically on
hamono creates a paradoxical scenario, in which hamono both dominates perspectives of the city’s character,
while remaining in its shadows.

Furthermore, though city officials and, to an extent, residents identify value in shaping tourism around a
historical experience, besides the tradition of cormorant fishing, the history of Seki-shi has not deeply
resonated with tourists. Hence, if the Tourism Division seeks to position themes of blades and history

prominently in its reconfiguration of its tourism industry, then it must first investigate ways to broaden their
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appeal among tourists. As an alternative, the value and dilemma of nature emerges; though it is a significant
driver of tourism to Seki-shi, that it exists in isolation from the rest of the city and has, until now, generated
little revenue, makes it a difficult approach as well.

Ultimately, if Seki-shi is to leverage tourism as a means of achieving rural development, then a realignment
of perspectives, financial realities and promotion is crucial. As tourists, residents and city officials all both
diverge and converge in their beliefs about Seki-shi as a tourism destination, a successful mechanism of

tourism-based rural development would be most viable only if based on this realignment.

6. Limitations
This study faced a few crucial limitations. Firstly, its truncated nature, with fieldwork totaling only four days,
significantly limited data-gathering. Though a large sample size was obtained for the study’s purposes, the
associated interviews occurred within the same three-day span, rather than capturing a picture of tourists over
a longer time span.

Secondly, due to the city’s preoccupation with Seki Matsuri during the October visit, the study’s ability to
reach out to city employees was adversely impacted. Through interviews with employees at tourism-based
facilities such as Seki Terrace, the study would have been able to produce a more well-rounded image of local

industry perspectives.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Preliminary Visit Questionnaire

Main Actors

Question

1. What are the main appeals of Seki-shi for tourists?
Members of the 2. What are the successes and failures of Seki-shi’s current attempts at
Tourism Division marketing towards tourists?

3. How does the tourism division use SNS as a promotion tool?

4. In what ways do you believe that a collaborative program with schools and
students can help Seki-shi improve tourism promotion?

5. Approximately how much revenue does Seki-shi’s tourism industry
produce? And how is this revenue typically used?

6. How is the budget for the tourism-related initiatives set?

7. Are there any specific goals that the Tourism Division hopes to achieve?

8. Is there a particular demographic of tourists that Seki-shi’s marketing
targets?

9. At present, are there any specific programs designed to engage the youth of
Seki-shi in tourism-related activities? If so, can you describe them?

1. What role does tourism play in the community development of Seki-shi?

Members of the City 2. How would an increase in tourism positively impact Seki-shi?
Council
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Appendix B: Fieldwork Questionnaire

Main Actors

Question

1. What is the most important feature of Seki-shi’s brand that you want to convey
Members of the to tourists? Why? (e.g. Swords and cutlery, Monet’s pond, Ugai, Local cuisine,
Tourism Historical sites, Nature and scenery, Festivals and events)
Division 2. What strategies are currently being implemented to promote that feature?
3. Is there a particular demographic of tourists that Seki-shi’s marketing targets?
(e.g..Children and teenagers, Young adults (20-29),Adults (30-59),Seniors (60
and above),History enthusiasts, Cultural tourists)
4. Are there any aspects of Seki-shi’s brand that have failed to resonate with
tourists?
5. s there a difference in the promotion contents and method based on whether
you’re targeting foreign or domestic tourists?
6. What do you think are the strengths or weaknesses of Seki-shi compared to
other destinations in terms of tourism?
1. What regions do your visitors tend to come from?
Seki Terrace 2. Are there any differences in preferences between Japanese and foreigners
traveling here?
3. What are the most popular items bought by visitors to Seki Terrace?
4. What days and times are you the busiest?
5. What sorts of events tend to take place at Seki Terrace? (e.g. events

highlighting Aamono or events related to other activities)
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1. Inyour eyes, what is the character of Seki-shi?[Pd1]
Residents of 2. What do you like the most about Seki-shi?
Seki-shi 3. What do you feel is the most marketable aspect of Seki-shi as a tourist
destination?

4. Are there any appealing aspects of Seki-shi that are not currently part of its
tourism branding?

5. Do you have any additional comments or suggestions regarding Seki-shi’s
tourism and branding?

1. What do you feel is the most marketable aspect of Seki-shi as a tourist

Tourists Visiting destination?
Seki-shi 2. What made you decide to visit Seki-shi?

3. What attractions have you visited? What were your thoughts about them?
What did you enjoy the most?

4. Are there any points of appeal within Seki-shi that you feel were
underrepresented in its advertisements?

5. Do you feel that Seki-shi effectively markets itself as a tourism destination for
your age group? In what ways do you believe they could do a better job of
appealing to your generation?

6. What improvements or additions would you like to see in Seki-shi’s tourism
offerings?

7. Do you have any additional comments or suggestions regarding Seki-shi’s

tourism branding?
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