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ABSTRACT: This study considers what constitutes the conditions that enable continuous living in a rapid 
aging, depopulating mountainous village in Japan. An interview survey was conducted in Choja, 
Niyodogawa-cho, a rural mountainous village in Kochi prefecture, which has been suffering from critical 
depopulation and aging for the last few decades. The survey explored daily activities of the local residents, 
including the purchasing behavior and the usage of medical and public care services.The result shows the 
residents’ heavy dependence on the facilities and services outside of the area. The result explicitly suggests 
that the owning and driving a car is one of the factors which determines both the amount and the dimensions 
of the residents’ daily activities, particularly in the area without adequate public transportation service.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 
The aging rate, the rate of people above the age of 65, 
in Japan has exceeded 22.4% in December, 2008. 
And the total fertility rate in the year 2006 has 
reached 1.32. It is unavoidable for us to face a 
rapidly aging, depopulating society with a declining 
birthrate (Figure 1). This phenomenon is so serious 
in remote mountainous villages that the number of 
villages with the aging rate of people over the age of 
65 exceeding 50% is estimated to increase. These 
villages under this condition are called “marginal 
villages (Genkai Shuuraku)” where ceremonial 
functions for the coming of age, marriage, funeral 
and ancestral worship are difficult to be held by 
inhabitants. Considering the estimation of population 
in Japan, it extends to suburban district in not so 
distant future. It is therefore necessary to clarify a 
livelihood structure of inhabitants in aging region.  

 
The purpose of this study is to investigate what 
constitutes the conditions that enable continuous 
living in a rapid aging, depopulating mountainous 
village by conducting a survey in Choja, 
Niyodogawa-cho, a rural village in Kochi prefecture, 
where depopulation is serious: This investigation on 
daily activities of the local residents includes the 
purchasing behavior and the usage of medical and 
public care service. 
 

2.  OVERVIEW OF SURVEY 
 
Niyodogawa-cho, where Choja is located, is a 
subject area of this study, and is a local governing 
body, located in mountainous area between Kochi 
city and Matsuyama city (Figure 2). The population 
of Niyodogawa-cho is 7,171(as of February 28,2009) 
born by a joint of villages and towns in the district.  



Figure 1. Transition of population in Japan. 
 

 
Figure 2. Location of Niyodogawa-cho. 
 

 
Figure 3. Population and aging of Niyodogawa-cho. 
 

 
Figure 4. Landscape of Choja area. 
 
Figure 3 shows the population and ratio of elderly 
people since 1960, which indicates serious 
depopulation and rapid aging. Choja locates in 
southern part of Niyodogawa-cho area and has 800  

Figure 5. Population pyramid of Choja. 
 

 
Figure 6. District respondents live in Choja. 
 
Table 1. Outline of survey. 

 
inhabitants as of February 2008. Housing and terrace 
paddy field were constructed on steep-sided hill as 
shown in Figure 4. There already exist numbers of so 
called “marginal villages”, mentioned above, within 
Niyodogawa –cho area, however, the village chosen 
as the subject of this survey shows the present aging 
rate of 32.3%, and has not reached the state of a 
“marginal village” at this stage. It is predicted, 

Survey period 29th and 30th, March, 2009 

Researched 
resident 

Residents in Choja: Total 39 people  
(Breakdown of age: 10-19:4,20-29:2,30-39:1, 
40-49:1,50-59:3,60-69:8,70-79:7,80-89:10,90-99:3)  

 1. name, age, living district, family structure 
Interview item 2. Purchasing behavior 
 a. Daily purchase (Place/Way of moving/Frequency)

 
b. Particular purchase (except articles for daily use) 
   (Place/Way of moving/Frequency) 

 3. The usage of medical institution 

 
a. Daily medical care 
 (Place/Way of moving/Frequency) 

 
b. Advanced medical care 
(Place/Way of moving/Frequency) 

 4. Service of long-term care insurance   

Disrict where respondents live 
Kojozana (5 families,10 people) 
Uchioki (1 families,4 people) 
Takedani (3 families,5 people) 
Terano (7 families,9 people) 
Miyaganaro (2 families,3 people) 
Total 18 families, 31 people 

 

Choja



however, that aging is unavoidably in progress, for 
the present residents at the ages of around thirty who 
temporarily live in the company-owned apartments 
of the construction company in the area, will not live 
permanently (Figure 5). 
 
The interview was conducted on 39 residents on 
where and how often they go to purchase daily and 
non-daily goods and what the means of 
transportation were. The same survey was conducted 
on the utilization of medical institutions for daily 
health-care and for high-tech medical treatments. 
The frequency and the area of activities for shopping 
and utilization of medical institutions, which are 
indispensable for living, were clarified with the 
survey. 
 
Semistructured interviews were conducted with a list 
of questions including the categories shown in Table 
1. In the following chapters, consideration is given to 
the responses given by the 33 respondents. Since the 
interviews were often conducted, taking the family 
as the basic unit, the results are summarized on the 
result of this unit. The responses by the two 
six-grader boys of an elementary school, at the age 
of twelve are omitted, and are kept as reference. The 
residential compound in Choja of the families are 
depicted in Figure 6. 
 

3.  RESULTS 
3.1  Purchasing Behavior 
Interview results are summarized in Table 2. The 
purchasing spots of the residents in Choja are 
extracted in Table 3. The result shows that the 
residents capable of driving go for shopping to 
supermarkets outside of the village by car for daily 
shopping, although shops and an agricultural 
cooperative store are located in the village (Cases 4, 
5, 8, 9, 10, 12). Especially, the families with a 
member at the age under fifty frequently go to the 

shopping mall near the Kochi station, which is 40km 
far from Choja; at the frequency of once a month 
(Case 8). And the residents without a car or 
incapable of driving, especially those of further 
advanced years, tend to use mobile stores that sell 
foods and commodities by car regularly (Cases 
6,7,9,11,13,14,15,16,17,18). Cases using internet is 
also observed, like the men in their 30’s, purchasing 
goods or using online rental system for his hobby of 
listening to DVD music. 
 
The reasons for using the stores within the Choja 
district includes factors putting emphasis on the 
human relations in daily life in the village, as in the 
case of answering that the shop owners and the 
customers have close and relative-like relationship 
with one another(Case 5). On the other hand, some 
of the residents often using a mobile store answer 
that they do not shop in the area outside of the 
village even at the opportunities of going to the 
hospital outside of the village, instead, they use a 
mobile store, for they worry to possibly lose the 
mobile store by not frequently using it (Case 13). 
 
For the number of standing stores is limited in the 
remote mountainous villages, capability in driving 
largely influences the purchasing behavior. 
Therefore, the need for stores within the area, where 
the aged residents are capable of reaching, is high: 
the higher the age, the higher the necessity. 
 

3.2  Utilization of Medical Institutions 
Many of the residents use hospitals outside of the 
village, for there is no medical facility in the area. 
Same as the result of the interviews in the 
purchasing behavior, those who are capable of 
driving go to hospitals by car, but those who are 
incapable take the bus service offered by the medical 
institutions. Few medical facilities near the village 
visit to see the patients once a week as a day-care  



 

Table 2. Interview results. 



Table 3. Purchasing behavior. 
Type Place of purchase 
Daily 

purchase 
Permanent 
store  

JA(Japan Agricultural Cooperatives) 
store, C supermarket, S store (in 
Choja), Supermarkets in surrounding 
towns 

 Not 
permanent 
store etc. 

Route sales A by supermarket in 
neighbor town, Route sales B by 
shop in Niyodogawa, Route sales of 
raw fish from Kochi City, Consumer 
Cooperative store, (relatives buy and 
bring necessaries ) 

Particular 
purchase 

Kochi City, Matsuyama City, Shopping mall A 
(Kochi City), Supermarkets in surrounding towns, 
On line DVD rental 

 
service for the residents, and a number of cases using 
this service is investigated (Case 7, 11, 18). 
Utilization of the service of blood pressure 
measurement offered at the sampling party held once 
a month by the agriculture cooperation, seems to 
contribute to the feeling of no inconvenience for a 
daily medical service. 
 
Most of the respondents, including aged, answer that 
they do not have anxiety about their health. When a 
high-tech medical care is required, such as having a 
surgery, medical facilities outside of the village, like 
the national hospital in the center of the Kochi city is 
used (Case 7). Some of the families with children 

respond that the environment with no pediatrics 
around is inconvenient (Case 3): in case of 
emergency an adequate treatment is not expected in 
Choja area. 
 

3.3 Utilization of Nursing Service 
In the interview for utilization of nursing service, 
however, only two cases of respondents using the 
nursing service were observed (Case 2 and 6). One 
of the possible factors for this result derives from the 
present situation that most of the respondents feel 
healthy. However, another conceivable factor for this 
result may come from the negative image that the 
residents have on using nursing service (Case 18). 
 
At present, no housing facilities with nursing care 
service is provided for aged in this area. For 
receiving nursing care in case of inability of living at 
home, one has to move out to stay in a housing 
facility outside of the village. Some aged 
respondents who have concerns over their lives in 
the future comment that they” want an old people’s 
home (assisted living residence)” (Case 7 and 13) so 
that they will be able to stay in the village, a place 
that have been their home for a long time.  
 

Figure 7. Location of shops and medical facilities that respondents use. 



 
Figure 8. Number of respondent using shops and 
medical facilities for different purpose.  
 

4. CONSIDERATIONS  
 
As seen in Section 3.1 and 3.2, it is evident that 
numbers of residents drive cars on their own to go 
for shopping and to go to hospitals. The sites for 
shopping and medical service are illustrated in 
Figure 7. On the other hand, many cases of using 
services which “visit” Choja from outside of the 
town, such as mobile stores are observed for those 
who are not capable of driving. Figure 8 provides the 
sites both inside and outside the village, where 
residents shop or use medical facilities. The figures 
stated indicate the frequency that the residents 
respond in Table 2. Special purchasing cases in 
Choja indicate the cases of shopping on the Internet 
and mail-order system (Case 5 and 9). 
 
As stated above, the purchasing behavior and the 
usage of medical institutes of Choja district are 
represented as follows: 

・Usage of mobile stores for daily shopping is 
distinctly frequent in Choja. 

・Capability of driving enables the residents to use 
the facilities outside of the village for both daily and 
non-daily shopping. 

・As for medical service, facilities outside Choja are 
used. (The three medical facilities in Choja are not 
permanent; but come to see their patients from the 
villages near Choja.) 
Regarding the purchasing behavior and the usage of 
medical service, the residents mostly rely on the 

facilities outside of their residential area. 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND ISSUES TO BE 
STUDIED 
 
This study reports the interview on purchasing 
behavior and medical care service of residents in the 
mountainous aged village in Kochi. The results show 
that their daily life heavily depends on the facilities 
and services outside the area. Owning and driving a 
car is one of the significant factors which determine 
both the amount and the dimensions of the residents’ 
daily activities. On the other hand, livelihood of 
inhabitants without car is limited. It is essential 
therefore to sustain an adequate public transportation 
service or alternative one for residents without a car 
or incapable of driving that will increase in aging 
society.  
 
Some of the purchasing behavior and the usage of 
medical service in a remote and isolated, aging and 
depopulated area is clarified, however, the usage of 
medical service is not fully grasped. From the 
interviews, it is predicted, that the residents have to 
move out to the villages near Choja when nursing 
care is required. A continuous study will be 
conducted to clarify the actual situation. 
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