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Chapter 5
Framing in Placemaking When 
Envisioning a Sustainable Rural 
Community in the Time of Aging 
and Shrinking Societies in Japan

Shogo Kudo

Abstract This chapter examines the concept of rural sustainability in the time of 
an aging and shrinking society. The chapter first introduces the demographic change 
that Japan is experiencing, a shift from young and growing population to an aged 
and declining population. Affected by this change, rural regions are facing numer-
ous challenges affecting living conditions of individuals and downscaling socio-
economic activities at regional and communal scales. The multifunctionality 
framework is applied to understand the past pattern of rural transition. This allows 
to illustrate subsequent possible phases in the transition driven by an aging and 
shrinking population. The chapter then provides a review of the placemaking con-
cept, followed by one case study of a placemaking workshop called Monogatari 
workshop in Gojome, Akita prefecture, Japan. This case study describes how a 
group of local youth envisioned the future state of their community. The chapter 
proposes a conceptual illustration of new perspective that the workshop partici-
pants gained. The illustration introduces four types of stories, which are story of the 
past, story of the present, story of the future, and story of oneself. The workshop 
provided the process to learn personal and collective memories of particular places 
from older residents of the town. By reflecting on their stories, the participants 
discussed how they would like to change the same places in the future. The work-
shop corresponds to the social capital component in the multifunctionality frame-
work which emphasizes intergenerational ties. The chapter suggest the future 
research should aim to link intergenerational ties to other two capital components 
of the multifunctionality framework. By doing so, a vision of stable transition to 
relocalized system will be established even though rural regions continue to experi-
ence aging and shrinking of population.
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5.1  Introduction

5.1.1  Population Aging in Japan and the Challenges in Rural 
Regions

Japan has been experiencing a shift from a young population to an aged population. 
This shift is caused by two major demographic changes, namely aging and shrink-
ing population. In 2016, the proportion of people age 65 and older represents 26.7% 
of the population, the highest figure in the world. The proportion of age 65 and older 
population is predicted to grow to 39.9% by 2060 (Cabinet Office of Japan 2016). 
Other evidence of population aging is found in the increase in Japan’s median age: 
22.2 years in 1950 (Statistics Bureau 2017), and 46.7 years as of 2015. The accel-
eration of Japan’s population aging makes the country’s population decline much 
more prominent. In 2008, the total population of Japan topped at 127.8  million 
people, the time when Japanese society entered its shrinking phase (Senno 2013).

Recent predictions suggest that the population of Japan will likely decline to 
88.1 million people by 2065, a 31.1% decline from the peak population in 2008 
(National Institute of Population and Social Security Research 2017). Because 
increases in life expectancy and decreases in fertility rates are becoming common 
demographic transitions in not only developed countries but also in developing 
countries (Harper 2014), many countries are looking at how Japanese society 
responds to the emerging challenges of an aging and shrinking society.

Along with the aging trend in many countries, considerable differences are found 
between urban and rural areas. Among developed countries, population aging is 
more evident in rural areas than urban areas. Only three OECD countries have a 
higher elderly dependency ratio1 in urban areas than rural areas: Hungary 28.5%, 
Poland 23.0%, and Slovakia 20.0% (OECD 2016). In Japan, the core Tokyo metro-
politan area has a 4.6% lower proportion of age 65 and older population than the 
average of other prefectures.2 This is not caused by a higher fertility rate in Tokyo; 
in fact, the fertility rate is the lowest in Tokyo, at 1.15 births per woman in 2014 

1 Elderly dependency ratio is defined as the proportion of the population aged over 65 to the work-
ing-population (commonly defined as the population aged 15–64 in developed countries). Source: 
OECD 2016.
2 The core part of the Tokyo metropolitan area consists of Tokyo, Kanagawa, Saitama, and Chiba 
prefectures. A larger grouping of the Tokyo metropolitan area includes Ibaraki, Gunma, and 
Yamanashi prefectures (Source: Tokyo Metropolitan Government: http://www.metro.tokyo.jp/
ENGLISH/ABOUT/HISTORY/history02.htm). The average proportion of age 65-plus population 
of the core Tokyo metropolitan area is 24.3%; the average proportion of other prefectures exclud-
ing Tokyo metropolitan area and Okinawa is 28.9%. (Source: percentages calculated from 
Population Census of Japan 2015)
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(Cabinet Office of Japan 2016). However, because of the continual migration of 
youth population from other prefectures, Tokyo retains its lower rate of older people 
in its population. In the past, the size of rural-to-urban migration was largest during 
the country’s rapid economic growth in late 1950s to early 1970s. Some 7.15 mil-
lion people migrated to Japan’s three major metropolitan areas of Tokyo, Osaka, 
and Nagoya in the 30  years from 1954 to 1974. Even today Japan continues to 
observe a similar pattern of migration to the Tokyo metropolitan area, and the high 
population concentration is raised as the main cause of economic declines in rural 
regions (Nihon Sousei Kaigi 2014).

5.1.2  Discussing Sustainability in an Aging and Shrinking 
Phase of Society

Owing to the continuous aging and shrinking of population, Japan’s rural regions 
are facing numerous challenges including those related to living conditions of indi-
vidual residents (e.g. less accessibility to medical care, infrequent public transporta-
tion, loneliness of residents) and the other challenges at the regional societies and 
communities (e.g. regional economic decline, lack of human resources to assume 
resource management, community vitality decline). The fact that these challenges 
are being observed is a sign of social transition from the past phase in which the 
current economic, social, and political structures were designed to a new phase 
which requires new social designs. Subsequently, the transition of rural society to an 
aging and shrinking population phase requires us to re-examine the meaning of 
sustainability which differs from the topics and scope of sustainability discussed in 
earlier sustainability science literature.

Since its emergence in the early 2000s, the main focus of sustainability science 
has been challenges caused by the expansion of human activities such as climate 
change, land degradation, and energy and resource scarcity. Seminal works of sus-
tainability science state that sustainability science aims to advance our understand-
ing of complex interactions between the ecological system and the human system 
(Clark 2007; Kates et  al. 2001; Komiyama and Takeuchi 2006). Other scholars 
explain the role of sustainability science in contributing scientific knowledge to 
sustainable development (Dasgupta 2007; Martens 2006). Aside from these original 
scopes of the field, sustainability science has the potential of accommodating 
broader discussions on the normative dimension of the sustainability concept.

Aging and shrinking population poses a question on the way the sustainability 
concept is understood because the types of challenges these demographic changes 
deliver are not based on the expansion of human activities. Instead, aging and 
shrinking of population denote a series of declines in a wide range of social and 
economic activities. Given the fact that aging and shrinking population will likely 
remain as a demographic trend of Japanese society in the decades to come, what to 
sustain becomes unclear.
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Because of a greater degree of aging and shirking population, rural regions in 
Japan are already facing the possible risk of community closures. Earlier studies 
addressed rural aging and depopulation on different topics such as the decline of 
agricultural activities (Ishimaru 2009; Sasaki et al. 2007), general living conditions 
in remote communities (Niinuma 2009; Noguchi et al. 2010; Takegawa 2010), and 
revitalization of rural economy by increasing interaction with urban residents 
(Fujita 2005; Tsutsui et al. 2008). However, what the collection of these challenges 
implies as a larger social transition has not been well discussed. Moreover, accumu-
lating discussions from various case studies on what rural sustainability means and 
how local residents try to achieve it is essential to better frame a sustainable society 
for the future.

5.1.3  Aim of This Chapter

This chapter examines the concept of rural sustainability in the time of an aging and 
shrinking society. This will be achieved by first reviewing the past transition patterns 
of rural regions based on a multifunctionality framework. This chapter will elaborate 
how most rural regions have evolved from a farming-based system to a market-based 
system. The application of the multifunctionality framework allows illustrating sub-
sequent possible phases of rural transition driven by an aging and shrinking popula-
tion. The chapter then provides a review of the placemaking concept, followed by 
one case study of a placemaking workshop in the town of Gojome, Akita prefecture, 
Japan. This case study describes how a group of nine high school students envi-
sioned the future state of their community. The chapter concludes with some discus-
sion on the framings in rural sustainability, and also topics for further studies.

5.2  Rural System Transition: Multifunctionality Framework

One core challenge for the rural regions where aging and shrinking populations are 
omnipresent is establishing a local system that is capable of coping with various 
forms of changes in the communities. An analysis of the impact of social changes in 
individual communities is important because residents experience actual changes 
and organize concrete reactions in their own communities (Holmes 2006; Wilson 
2010). Because aging and shrinking populations are changing the quality of com-
munities, a more comprehensive perspective is required to analyze the entire rural 
system rather than merely addressing topics individually.

Applying a conceptual framework helps anticipate possible future transitions of 
rural regions. For this purpose, the literature on rural transformation (Amcoff and 
Westholm 2007; Ilbery 1998) and urban-rural interactions (Caffyn and Dahlström 
2005; Dabson 2007; Phillipson and Scharf 2005; Silverstein et  al. 2006; Tacoli 
1998) is beneficial. Drawing upon these earlier studies based on systems perspec-
tive, this study employs a multifunctionality framework to explore future transitions 
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of rural regions induced by aging and shrinking populations. The following section 
introduces the multifunctionality discourse, and describes how it functions as fram-
ing in discussing rural sustainability.

5.2.1  Conceptual Development of Multifunctionality

The main idea of multifunctionality received a wide range of agreement both 
from policy makers and academics. Its conceptual development, however, has 
been diverted and its definition is becoming vague (Andersen et al. 2013; Renting 
et al. 2009). In many policy-related cases, the definition of multifunctionality has 
been set individually depending on the purpose of each claim. Regarding this 
point, Marsden and Sonnino (2008) and Van Huylenbroeck et  al. (2007) have 
provided a comprehensive review on different interpretations of multifunctional-
ity discourse and classified them into three groups: (1) productivist, (2) post-
productivist, and (3) sustainable development (Huylenbroeck et al. 2007; Marsden 
and Sonnino 2008).

The first interpretation of multifunctionality is based on the productivist para-
digm which has emerged from a neo-liberalist view of the globalized agricultural 
market. It realizes the vertical logic and specialization adapted to the globalized 
market. Multifunctionality in this vision implies the production of multiple outputs 
from the original inputs provided by primary agricultural production. Such outputs 
may come in a complementary form to their primary product outputs (Havlik 2005). 
In this respect, the multifunctional character is limited to the idea of pluriactivity 
that is formed by agricultural and non-agricultural incomes of farming households 
(Holmes 2006; Marsden and Sonnino 2008). In the productivist paradigm, individ-
ual farming households and the entire agro-food industry are clearly differentiated. 
Multifunctionality within this paradigm, as a result, is seen as the survival strategy 
of individual farming households in the global market. As a response to such harsh 
market circumstances, individual farmers are performing multifunctional agricul-
ture as their coping strategy to keep pace with competition.

The second interpretation of multifunctionality is based on a post-productivist 
paradigm which focuses on the space of rural areas rather than on production activi-
ties. This second interpretation conceives entire rural areas as consumptive targets 
for amenity demands through eco-tourism, experiencing farm activities, use of rural 
space for educational purposes, and other means (Barbieri and Valdivia 2010; 
Huylenbroeck et al. 2007; Marsden and Sonnino 2008; Potter and Tilzey 2005), not 
only for industrial-based capital. One important actor group in this framing is the 
urban population who finds scenic and leisure values in rural space. Echoing such 
normative values of rural areas, the post-productivist view emphasizes environmen-
tal protection. Based on this framing, agriculture is perceived as a means of main-
taining the local environment of the countryside, not only as a means of food and 
fiber production. Between the first and second framing in multifunctionality, the 
conceptual focus shifts from a farm-based approach to a space-based approach 
through emphasizing the nature and landscape values.
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The third interpretation of multifunctionality takes further expansion from the 
post-productivist paradigm to a sustainable development paradigm. This third 
view of multifunctionality takes a holistic framing of the concept to realize the 
connection between socio-environmental benefits from farming operations and 
the demands of local societies (Marsden and Sonnino 2008). In this view, multi-
functionality is viewed as a critical assessment tool for rural development. In 
contrast to the previous two paradigms in which the social meanings of rural 
areas are determined by external interests (e.g. food security concerns, competi-
tive agricultural sector, and environmental protection), this third framing inter-
prets multifunctionality as an inclusive development paradigm that takes the 
internal socioeconomic state into account (Marsden and Sonnino 2008; Morgan 
et al. 2010). It should be noted that agriculture is seen as one characteristic of 
rural areas in this third framing. Because the notion of multifunctionality was 
initially developed in agricultural policies, the multifunctionality discourse has 
placed its centrality on agriculture, and other dimensions of rural areas were 
treated as complementary factors. However, such a narrow framing of multifunc-
tionality hinders depicting the rural system transition. In fact, agriculture is no 
longer the backbone of rural economies today because its proportion in local 
economic activities has been declining (Huylenbroeck et al. 2007; Milestad and 
Björklund 2008). Such economic decline triggered an out- migration of young 
people in search of better employment opportunities in urban areas (Klijin et al. 
2005; Milbourne and Doheny 2012).

The author follows the multifunctionality discussions developed by Holms 
(2006), Marsden and Sonnino (2008), Renting et  al. (2009) and Wilson (2008, 
2010). In this chapter, multifunctionality is considered as a holistic conceptual 
framework that illustrates the quality changes in rural areas over time as rural areas 
undergo a series of social changes. The applied framework in this study is based on 
the recent works of Wilson (2008, 2010) which depict the quality changes in rural 
systems in terms of multifunctionality.

In previous empirical studies on multifunctional agriculture, individual farms 
were used as their analytical unit, and those types of operations that contributed 
to the multifunctional quality of farmers were examined. These studies commonly 
set their objectives to quantify the multifunctionality of individual farms by apply-
ing parameters (Andersen et al. 2013; Morgan et al. 2010). However, one point of 
contention is how to select an adequate set of parameters to evaluate the multi-
functionality of a target unit quantitatively as the concept of multifunctionality is 
by no means “clearly and uniformly conceptualized or understood” (Marsden and 
Sonnino 2008). This view is prominent when a study includes the time-scale 
because which set of parameters would be appropriate differs according to the 
socioeconomic state of rural regions over time. Additionally, external factors that 
possibly affect rural regions are ubiquitous. For example, the state of rural areas 
before and after the arrival of the global market system should differ from each 
other considerably.
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5.2.2  Development of Multifunctionality Framework

The previous section explained the evolvement of the multifunctionality concept 
from a framework to evaluate agricultural activities to an all-inclusive concept for 
rural development. Reflecting the shifts in paradigms over time-from productivist to 
post-productivist, and to sustainable development-the quality of rural systems illus-
trates particular transitions, and such transitions represent different qualities of mul-
tifunctionality. Based on this idea, Wilson proposes using economic, environmental, 
and social capitals as a set of descriptive dimensions for depicting diverse qualities 
of a rural system (Wilson 2008, 2010, 2012). He argues that when the balance of the 
three capitals is well maintained (well-balanced state in Fig. 5.1), a rural system 
becomes more stable and achieves self-sustaining capacity. In fact, many rural com-
munities emerged as subsistence farming communities, in which three types of 
capital were well developed and balanced, and achieved self-managing capacity in 
producing food, managing local resources, and facilitating minimum exchanges 
with outside communities.

Illustrating the quality of target systems by sets of indicators has attracted a great 
deal of research interest across disciplines (Bell and Morse 2008; Morse 2010; 
OECD 2004; Rametsteiner et al. 2011; Stevens 2005). Wilson provides a solid dis-
cussion in studying multifunctionality of rural system with the application of these 
three types of capital by referring to Bourdieu (1984) to substantiate applying the 
capital notion (Wilson 2008, 2010). Bourdieu situated capital in three fundamental 
frames: economic capital (material property), social capital (networks of social 
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connections and mutual obligations), and cultural capital (prestige) (Bourdieu 
1984). In Bourdieu’s theory, the notion of capital is used more as a metaphor or 
description of processes as individuals or groups gain or lose different types of capi-
tal through interactions. Following the approach of Wilson and Bourdieu, this study 
considers the notion of multifunctionality as a metaphor for analyzing the qualita-
tive changes in rural systems.

Once any concentration on a particular capital is created because of the influence 
of broader social changes (e.g. economic growth, industrialization, urbanization) or 
internal changes (e.g. demographic change, political system change, resource scar-
city), the configuration of the three capitals is affected. When economic capital is 
emphasized, and as is often the case, through an industrial change from agricultural 
production to manufacturing, the quality of a rural system shifts towards the super- 
productivism which is a state of extremely pronounced economic capital (Wilson 
2010). In such a situation, the entire rural system loses the social capital and envi-
ronmental capital, and the share of economic capital expands largely because the 
national economy and globalized markets as well as the central government’s rural 
policies directly affect the system (Economic-oriented state in Fig. 5.2).

In another situation, when environmental concerns are realized by certain rural 
policies oriented toward the post-productivist paradigm (e.g. Agenda 21, CAP 
scheme), the quality of rural systems moves towards a non-productivism (environ-
mental protection) direction and the environmental capital acquires significant 
attention (see Environmental-oriented state in Fig. 5.2). If the sustainable develop-
ment paradigm is reflected properly in the rural development scheme, then a suffi-
cient approach to social capital of local communities should be realized; ideally this 
approach should usher a rural area into the well-balanced state as shown in Fig. 5.2.

The illustrations of the different qualities of multifunctionality based on eco-
nomic, environmental, and social capital can be applied to an inter-temporal system 
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transition model as shown in Fig. 5.1. Venn images are added to represent possible 
configurations of three capitals that describe each state of rural system transition. 
The figure depicts two past states of rural system and possible future pathways 
based on the present. The focal unit of this framework is a rural region and the qual-
ity of multifunctionality in each state is described by the totality of all kinds of local 
resources, attributes of individual residents, and activities taking place. The separa-
tions of three states indicate each time period. However, these distinctions are 
unclear because a system transition occurs over a long time, anywhere from 50 to 
100 years perhaps, and is not spontaneous unless a fast and sudden rupture changes 
the state of system quality dramatically.

The initial state of rural system is described as “Past 1. Subsistence farming” in 
Fig. 5.2. In this phase, rural communities are agrarian and self-sufficient in food and 
generally energy production. The quality of multifunctionality, therefore, appears 
strong. The three types of capital are considered well balanced at this stage. Such a 
solid balance is a crucial condition for the survival of a subsistence community.

Once rural communities increase their engagement with the outside world, often 
when the global market is introduced, a rural system transits to “Past 2. Embedded 
into global systems” phase (Fig. 5.2). In this phase, the economic capital strength-
ens to build an economical-oriented system. This transition from subsistence farm-
ing to an embedded system tends to drive agriculture toward intensification and 
monoculture-based production, and causes declines in environmental and social 
capital because of degradation in the local environment and out-migration of young 
people (Parnwell 2007; Rigg et al. 2008; Wilson 2010).

The present state, the third state in Fig. 5.2, presents three possible pathways: (1) 
super-productivist rural systems, (2) deagrarianized rural systems, and (3) relocal-
ized low-intensity rural systems (Wilson 2010). Super-productivist rural systems 
imply the economic-oriented state in Fig. 5.1, in which the concentration on eco-
nomic capital is pursued. Towards this direction, approaches based on the produc-
tivist paradigm such as intensification and specialization in agricultural production 
are preferred. The pathway of a deagrarianized rural system initiates a transition to 
non-agricultural sectors in rural areas. The main goal of deagrarianization is achiev-
ing alternative measures to ensure economic capital development in rural systems. 
The third possible pathway, a relocalized low-intensity rural system direction, aims 
at a higher multifunctionality quality than the other two pathways by achieving a 
well-balanced relationship among the three types of capital.

Based on this discourse, the choice of ‘1’ would lead to a lower quality of multi-
functionality in a rural system, and ‘2’ and ‘3’ would maintain the same or higher 
quality. However, these three possible pathways are not separated completely, and 
in reality, each rural area or community would exhibit the mixed directions through 
1–3. At the same time, all rural areas would still be affected largely by the external, 
broader interests of society. For example, individual communities can direct them-
selves to a relocalized rural system pathway by conducting local initiatives, whereas 
the national rural policy can be oriented towards super-productivist to build a com-
petitive agricultural sector in the global market. In fact, the introduction of a market 
mechanism caused a transition from subsistence farming (Past 1 state in Fig. 5.2) to 

5 Framing in Placemaking When Envisioning a Sustainable Rural Community…



106

one embedded in the global system (Past 2 state in Fig. 5.2) by increasing economic 
capital. Towards the future, other changes in larger systems such as national policy 
reforms, globalization, and demographic changes would predetermine the possible 
directions of system transition. The possible transitional space is termed as pathway 
of possibilities as shown in Fig. 5.2 (Wilson 2008).

Apart from the original three pathways, the marginalization pathway is becom-
ing more and more realistic as the fourth possibility for today’s rural regions in 
Japan (Fig. 5.2). The marginalization denotes an excessive degree of qualitative 
decline in community vitality as well as collective actions of residents in the 
rural communities (Kudo and Yarime 2013). Community vitality is a relatively 
new concept and it refers to the ability of a community to “sustain itself into the 
future as well as provide opportunities for its residents to pursue their own life 
goals and the ability of residents to experience positive life outcomes” (Crandall 
and Etuk 2008).

As a rural area enters this marginalization pathway, residents experience declines 
in various aspects in living conditions such as mobility and access to basic items 
(Asai et al. 2012; Kuramochi et al. 2014), management of vacant houses and aban-
doned farmlands (Ishimaru 2009; Shinobe and Miyachi 2012; Yamamoto and 
Nakazono 2008), and seasonal events and daily chores such as grasscutting in cem-
etery areas, removing mud and leaves clogging water channels, and cleanups along 
residential roads (Niinuma 2009; Tamasato 2009). These declines in the communi-
ties are considered possible threats to the well-being of residents.

Today, community marginalization is expanding to the small-size municipalities 
such as villages and towns in Japan, and has ceased to be an issue in rural communi-
ties. Knowing aging and shrinking population will most likely drive a rural system 
to its next transition, it is becoming critical for rural residents to take their own ini-
tiatives in responding to the emerging challenges. To implement such initiatives, 
rural residents must discuss and envision the future they want to have in their own 
communities. The following section introduces a placemaking workshop conducted 
with a group of local youths in Gojome, Akita prefecture, Japan, as an example case 
of such local initiative.

5.3  Envisioning a Sustainable Community in an Aging 
and Shrinking Society: Case of Monogartari Workshop 
in Gojome Town

5.3.1  Context

Gojome is located in central Akita (Fig. 5.3). The town is largely agrarian but also 
known for its forestry and timber processing industry. The population is 9269 and 
the proportion of residents age 65 and older is 42.4% as of October, 2016. Akita has 
been known as the prefecture with the highest proportion of population age 65 and 
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over, which was 34.4% in 2016, and the highest depopulation rate in the last three 
census surveys. Gojome is a representative small-size municipality in rural Japan 
where aging and shrinking population have influenced local communities in terms 
of its economic, environmental, and social activities.

Figure 5.4 shows population changes of Gojome for 1965–2015, and population 
predictions until 2040. In 1965, the total population of Gojome was 18,862 people. 
The town has experienced continual population decline since 1965, and in 2015 the 
total population was 9433 people, about 50% of the total population size of 1965 
(Fig. 5.4). Subsequently, the share of young people (age 0–15) declined over time: 
around 20% in 1980, but only 7.9% of the total population today. This continuous 
decline of local youth further accelerates the aging of Gojome.

One main reason for the town’s continuous and constant depopulation is the out- 
migration of local youth, particularly 15- to 18-year-olds. According to the principal 
of Gojome Junior High School, the only junior high school in Gojome, only 30% of 
graduates choose to go Gojome High School, the only high school in Gojome. The 
remaining graduates go to high schools in neighboring municipalities. The author 
and, Ryu Yanagisawa, community development officer in Gojome, had a discussion 
with the teachers of Gojome High School and shared a concern that the type of 
education local schools have provided might have influenced the local youth’s 
mindsets to naturally imagine their better future would always be outside the town.

We also shared a concern that the town is losing its next generation of residents 
who play a key role in sustaining local activities and traditions. The author, Mr. 

Akita Prefecture

Gojome
town

Fig. 5.3 Location of Gojome in Akita prefecture, Japan
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Yanagisawa, and three teachers from Gojome High School agreed that local youth 
are an important focus group for the town to train human resources who take initia-
tives to design the future of Gojome. Based on this common understanding, a work-
shop targeting a group of nine local youth in the town was conducted.

5.3.2  Conceptual Design of Workshop: Placemaking Concept

To develop a workshop for the local youth, the concept of placemaking was utilized. 
Placemaking has emerged in urban studies and is a process that designs a third place 
in urban environment. Third place is a concept coined by American urban sociologist 
Ray Oldenburg and refers to places inside cities where people feel comfortable to be 
and to socialize with others, which are separately recognized from their home (first 
place) and their work environment (second place) (Oldenburg 1999). Some examples 
of third places are cafés, libraries, and art galleries. Oldenburg’s argument is that cit-
ies need the function of a third place to ensure the well-being of residents. However, 
in reality, the process of placemaking extends beyond the physical planning of third 
places; it includes various forms of discussions and negotiations among different 
stakeholders both in its planning and the actual operation of such third places.

Mitomo (2015), a leading scholar on placemaking concept in Japan, conducted a 
review on the placemaking concept. Although the covered literature was limited to 
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books and reports, she concluded that the concept is ill-defined and concrete 
 implementation steps have yet to be well presented (Mitomo 2015). The author 
extended the literature review on the placemaking concept to academic journals. A 
simple online search3 found more than 580 journal articles that have “placemaking” in 
either titles, abstracts, and keywords; however, only a limited number of papers pro-
vide clear definitions of the concept. Instead, many of them are empirical studies tar-
geting specific challenges of their case study areas located in different geographical 
areas. For example, placemaking is applied in studies on community energy projects 
to understand the social perception and residents’ acceptance to energy facility instal-
lations (Fast and Mabee 2015; Middlemiss and Parrish 2010).

The concept is also discussed as a possible means for organizing groups of peo-
ple for social movements (Larsen 2008; Lepofsky and Fraser 2003). Combined with 
text analysis on social media, placemaking is suggested as a method to realize vir-
tual landscapes in actual city designs (Alkadri et al. 2015). Overall, the review of 
earlier literature suggests two types of definitions: the conceptual definition, and the 
working definition.

Regarding the conceptual definition, Pierce et al. (2011) provides a comprehen-
sive definition of placemaking: “the set of social, political and material processes by 
which people interactively create and recreate the experienced geographies in which 
they live” (Pierce et al. 2011). In their definition placemaking goes beyond physical 
planning and requires people’s frequent participation in the process. Placemaking is 
also explained as local responses of the residents of the specific area where particu-
lar social issues are present. To structure socially fair and operationally sustainable 
responses, those particular social issues and places related to the residents need to 
be framed properly. This process of placemaking is fundamentally linked with how 
people frame their living environment.

In earlier literature in communication and political science, frame or framing is 
understood as how individuals organize their experiences and make sense of social 
events that they encountered (Benford and Snow 2000; Goffman 1974). Framing, at 
the same time, contributes to recognizing a controversy that resonates with people’s 
core values and assumptions (Nisbet and Mooney 2007). Hence, the placemaking 
process includes positive, neutral, and negative interpretations of particular social 
events and associated places. Additionally, along with its affiliation to individuals, 
framing is generated as the result of collective organizational narratives that reflect 
the cultural values of people (Benford 1997).

Considering neighborhood and communities as its focal point, placemaking is 
fundamentally a collective process by a group of residents. Through framing, 
people judge what issues are relevant to them and what issues are not, who should 
be responsible for the issues, and what actions should be taken (Gamson et al. 
1992; Price et al. 2005). Through this process, placemaking guides us to re-exam-
ine the framings that people hold of living environment through organizing a 

3 This search was conducted on 20 November 2016  in Science Direct and Google Scholar. The 
search was conducted by using “placemaking” as the keyword specified in title, abstract, and key-
word list. The search resulted in 581 hits in Science Direct and 588 hits in Google Scholar.
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series of  dialogues among residents and collectively envision a desirable future 
state of community.

Regarding the working definition, Placemaking Chicago, a well-respected NGO 
involved in urban planning, provides a clear definition of placemaking:

“Placemaking is a people-centered approach to the planning, design and management of 
public spaces. Put simply, it involves looking at, listening to, and asking questions of the 
people who live, work and play in a particular space, to discover needs and aspirations. This 
information is then used to create a common vision for that place. The vision can evolve 
quickly into an implementation strategy, beginning with small-scale, do-able improvements 
that can immediately bring benefits to public spaces and the people who use them.” (∗under-
lining added by the author for emphasis.)

Project for Public Spaces based in New York, another well-respected organiza-
tion working on urban development, adds that placemaking is to “inspire people to 
collectively reimagine and reinvent public spaces as the heart of every community” 
(Project for Public Space 2016). Several other NGOs based in English-speaking 
countries work for the implementation of placemaking concept to solve local chal-
lenges. All of these organizations emphasize the participation of residents in the 
process of placemaking.

By integrating the conceptual definition of scholars and the working definition of 
practitioners, this study defines placemaking as the collective social, political, and 
material processes planned and implemented by a group of people who reside in a 
particular place to envision the future state of their communities. These processes 
include a series of formal and informal gatherings in which a wide range of topics 
and methods to realize their desirable form of community are discussed.

5.3.3  Practice: Monogatari Workshop

The workshop was organized for 2 days in August 2016. By applying a Japanese 
expression of “stories” (monogatari), the workshop was entitled Monogatari 
Workshop. The objective was to elicit stories about places in the town of Gojome 
about which people have personal or collective memories. This workshop corre-
sponds to the beginning of placemaking process, re-examining people’s understand-
ing about the environment in which they live in. Nine students from Gojome High 
School participated, including two local residents: one man in his early 50s and 
another man in his early 60s served as key informants for the interviews included in 
the workshop.

Photography was utilized as the main method of this workshop. Firstly, old pic-
tures taken 50–100 years ago in Gojome were used during the interviews to enable 
the informants to recount stories of the past (Fig. 5.5). By asking key informants 
questions about the events, items, and activities shown in those pictures, the partici-
pants learned the lifestyle of people in the past (Fig. 5.6). The two adult residents 
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who participated as key informants were owners of a bookstore and a photo studio. 
Some of the workshop participants found the pictures of the local farmer’s market 
interesting because many changes were identified such as people’s clothing, items 
they were selling, and the crowdedness of the market.

Secondly, after learning the stories of the past from the interviews, the partici-
pants each chose one picture and visited the same location to observe buildings, 
landscape, and people’s activities of today. By identifying landmarks at each place 
such as old walls, power line poles, and mountain scenery, the participants took 
pictures from an angle that best approximated the same angle in the old pictures. 
They also walked around the place in the old pictures and observed the activities 
taking place today. When encountering some people in the area, they interviewed 
them to collect information about those places. Through this process, the partici-
pants gained a better understanding of the places they had chosen in two different 
points of time. This activity helped the participants perceive the Gojome of 2016 

Fig. 5.5 (a) Street market (ca. 1930). (b) Street market (2016)

Fig. 5.6 Interviewing two local residents
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based on how places were used by people in the past, not only on how places look 
like today. Such in-depth understanding about places in their town allowed them 
to re-examine the value of places today.

Thirdly, after taking the picture of today at the same locations as in the old pic-
tures the participants had chosen, the participants shared the stories of the past and 
the present. They described the old pictures they chose, shared what they found 
interesting in the old pictures, and how they felt by visiting those places. By utiliz-
ing old pictures and the pictures participants took by themselves on the day of work-
shop, the participants discussed what kind of community they want to actualize in 
the future. This last process corresponds to the process to collectively envision the 
future state of community in placemaking (Fig. 5.7). Pictures taken by the work-
shop participants and the old pictures used during the interview were exhibited with 
some explanatory notes at a local community center. This exhibition was for Gojome 
residents who wanted to learn the changes in places in the town and who wanted to 
join the placemaking process.

Through this workshop, the participants obtained a new perspective to envision 
their future through learning three stories about their local places and sharing his or 
her fourth story with other participants. The first one is the story of the past from the 
interviews. This process raised awareness of the participants regarding how places 
looked in the past and what kinds of activities were conducted then.

The second narrative is the story of the present. The picture-taking activity and 
interviews at the same location as in old pictures provided multiple understandings 
about local places. All participants mentioned that they paid little attention to how 
places have changed over time prior to this workshop. By learning those changes 
from the past to the present, participants gained the story of today.

The third story provided insights into what may come, the story of the future. 
This was created collectively by workshop participants through sharing their ideas 
for the desirable future state of the places they have learned through the workshop.

Additionally, we also discussed what individual participants can do to actualize 
the envisioned future of local communities. Interestingly, most of the participants 
expressed that they would like to preserve the current landscape, features, and activ-
ities of the places they studied for their future instead of creating new activities.

Fig. 5.7 Reporting findings and final exhibition
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Finally, as the fourth story, each participant reported how they would like to react 
to the third story they discussed. Summarizing each participant’s report to develop 
a concrete action plan is not the intention of this step. Instead, acknowledging oth-
ers’ ideas for actual reactions to what they learn is the goal of this last step. Figure 5.8 
summarizes the perspective participants gained through this workshop. This infinity- 
symbol- like shape perspective illustrates a retrospective view when envisioning the 
future based on the present and the past. Instead of directly perceiving the present 
from the past and anticipating the future from the present, workshop participants 
took four stories as steps to deepen their understanding about the past, the present, 
and a possible Gojome of the future. The fourth story they reported was the story of 
oneself, which inquires what the participant would do as an individual member of 
the local community at the present moment to actualize the discussed desirable 
future through workshop.

5.4  Concluding Discussion

Reflecting on the previous sections, two major discussion points on framing involved 
in rural sustainability in an aging and shrinking society arose. The first point is a 
macro-scale framing in rural transition and how a rural region can be directed to a 
sustainable development pathway. The multifunctionality framework described past 
transition patterns of rural systems and provided three possible directions of system 
transition pathways driven by various social changes. The past transitions were 
largely caused by global market mechanisms and the increased awareness of envi-
ronmental protection. The sustainable development notion is claimed as a recent 
driver of rural system transition; however, its reflection of reality is often limited to 
the policy level such as the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) scheme in Europe.

Past Present Future

Story of the past

Story of the present

Story of the future

Story of oneself

Fig. 5.8 Participants new perspective gained through Monogatari workshop
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This chapter argues that aging and shrinking population has emerged as prominent 
driver of system transition and is accompanied by the fourth possible direction of tran-
sition, the marginalizing pathway. Rural areas of Japan are the most typical cases 
where such transition is taking place. The emergence of marginalization pathways is 
inevitable because the total population of the country is in a long-term trend of an aging 
and shrinking population. When such a declining pathway is suggested, the meaning of 
rural sustainability becomes increasingly nebulous and must be redefined.

In extension of the first point, the second discussion point concerns the process 
for deciding what to sustain in rural communities in the time of aging and shrinking 
societies. This is a critical framing issue on what people as a society aim to sustain 
in rural regions and what rural residents want to sustain in their own living environ-
ment. Multifunctionality framing notes that scenic and leisure values in natural land-
scape, and historical and cultural values, are to sustain in rural regions. This argument 
has been the main justification for rural policies that provide a wide range of support 
to rural regions, particularly through agricultural policies, both in Europe and Japan. 
However, this line of discussion is rather top-down and situates rural residents as the 
stewards of the regional assets, which national policies consider important.

More importantly, the voices of rural residents are not well-reflected and the 
ownership of discussion is missing. Placemaking serves as a bottom-up approach to 
initiate discussion among rural residents to redefine their understanding to living 
environment and to identify what residents want to sustain in their own communi-
ties. Furthermore, the placemaking process guides the participants to collectively 
envision a desirable state of their own communities in the future. This participatory 
process generates a new mindset among the participants to engage with local issues. 
This chapter introduced a Monogatari placemaking workshop in Gojome, Akita 
prefecture, Japan which trained nine high school students in the town to have a ret-
rospective view to reframe their understanding of local places and history. Such an 
interactive process is an integral part of the core of placemaking and helps the par-
ticipants commit themselves to the ownership of present-day local challenges.

To conclude, discussing rural sustainability in an aging and shrinking phase of 
society emphasizes the importance of intergenerational ties. In such aging and 
shrinking communities in rural Japan like Gojome, identifying a method to lead 
their community to the relocalized low-intensity rural systems direction is critical 
(see “3. Relocalized low-intensity rural systems” in Fig. 5.2) because this can ensure 
the highest degree of multifunctionality. This is also desirable because the most 
stable state of a rural system is achieved. This study suggests placemaking as one 
method to lead a rural region towards this direction. The workshop contributed to 
creating intergenerational ties about different places in Gojome through learning 
four different stories namely story of the past, story of the present, story of the 
future, and story of oneself (Fig. 5.8).

The workshop provided the process to learn personal and collective memories of 
particular places from two local residents in different generations. By reflecting on 
their stories, the participants discussed how they would like to change the same 
places in the future. This practice addressed the social capital component in the 
multifunctionality framework. The next step for the author is to expand intergenera-
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tional ties to the other two capitals in the multifunctionality framework. By doing 
so, a vision of stable transition to relocalized system will be established among the 
local residents even though rural regions continue to experience aging and shrinking 
of population.
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