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Abstract

Numerous studies have examined the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on university
students’ attitudes. However, little is known about how their career awareness changed
and how such changes differed between urban and rural areas. This study analyzed psycho-
logical data collected through a questionnaire survey conducted from 9 November 2020, to
19 January 2021, among 516 first- to fourth-year students enrolled in social science faculties
in Japan. The analysis compared changes in career awareness by university location. The
results indicated that, during the pandemic, urban students placed greater emphasis on
self-worth, while rural students placed greater emphasis on working conditions, suggesting
a possible widening gap between the two groups. Furthermore, logistic multiple regres-
sion and path analyses revealed that, among rural students, greater concern for working
conditions was associated with a stronger focus on interpersonal relationships, which in
turn enhanced their preference for local employment. In addition, valuing interpersonal
relationships was linked to a stronger focus on social recognition, which may foster more
intrinsic aspects of career awareness.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; university students; career awareness; self-worth;
working conditions

1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has been shown to affect people’s attitudes and psychological

states, and many studies have examined its impact on university students. Most of these
studies have focused on anxiety related to infection. For instance, a study of 212 university
students in Switzerland found that stress caused by reduced social interaction led to
deteriorating mental health, with female students experiencing more severe effects. In
addition, stress related to concerns about health, family, friends, and the future intensified
during the pandemic (Elmer et al., 2020).

A study of 195 university students in the United States reported that 138 students
(71%) experienced increased levels of stress and anxiety. The main factors included worries
about themselves and loved ones (91%), lack of concentration (89%), disrupted sleep
patterns (86%), reduced social interactions (86%), and increased concern about academic
performance (82%) (Son et al., 2020).

Similarly, a survey of 1535 university students in Greece revealed that two-thirds
experienced heightened stress during the lockdown, and about 10% suffered from severe
depression. The effects were more pronounced among female students and those with a
history of self-harm (Patsali et al., 2020).
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In China, a study involving 7143 university students demonstrated that anxiety was
higher among those who perceived stronger economic, academic, and lifestyle impacts of
the pandemic. However, social support from others was found to alleviate anxiety levels
(Cao et al., 2020).

Studies have also investigated changes in students’ attitudes toward future careers
during the pandemic. A nationwide survey of 35,542 university students in Japan found
that about 80% felt anxious about their future or career paths. Their main concerns included
whether they would be able to find employment, obtain their desired type of job, secure
stable employment, and identify what kind of work suited them best (National Federation
of University Co-operative Associations, 2020).

Another survey targeting 1252 third-year university students and first-year master’s
students revealed that 59.3% reported that the COVID-19 outbreak had affected their views
on careers and their criteria or values in selecting companies, while 40.7% reported no such
effect (DISCO, 2021).

Similarly, a survey of 469 third-year university students found that 31.8% had changed
their preferred industry compared to before the spread of COVID-19 (Gakujo, 2020).

However, these surveys merely revealed that students’ career awareness had changed,
without clarifying how it had changed. Moreover, they did not explain how these changes
in career awareness were related to the growing tendency toward local employment ob-
served during the pandemic. For example, a nationwide survey of 1035 university students
conducted from late May to early June 2020 showed that the proportion of students who
preferred to work in rural areas increased by 9.0 percentage points during the COVID-19
pandemic (Cabinet Office, 2020). Similarly, a survey of 357 first- to fourth-year students at-
tending universities in Ehime Prefecture from mid-June to early July 2020 found a 7.6-point
increase in the preference for local employment (Iyo Bank Regional Economic Research
Center, 2020). In contrast, another survey reported that among students who had left their
hometowns to attend universities elsewhere, 28.0% hoped to return to and work in their
home regions—a proportion that had not significantly changed in recent years, even under
the pandemic (DISCO, 2021).

In summary, although changes in students’ career awareness and the increasing
preference for local employment—particularly among students attending universities
in rural areas—were both observed during the pandemic, few studies have examined
the specific nature of these changes or explored how shifts in career awareness were
related to the growing tendency toward local employment. This lack of research limits
our understanding of the broader implications of the pandemic and hinders our ability
to prepare for future crises. Therefore, the present study aims to clarify how university
students’ career awareness changed during the COVID-19 pandemic and how these changes
were associated with their inclination toward local employment. This study makes a unique
academic contribution by linking changes in occupational awareness caused by disasters to
the sustainable development of local communities.

1.1. Review of Previous Studies and Hypotheses

To address this research gap, previous studies linking the level of urban development
with students’ career awareness provide useful insights. Several studies have shown that
students in less developed cities tend to place greater importance on working conditions,
while those in more developed cities tend to value challenge and personal growth.

For example, a study of 679 job-seeking university students in Tokyo, Nagoya, and Osaka
found that students in Nagoya—a city with a relatively lower economic level—tended to
emphasize working conditions, whereas students in Tokyo—a city with a higher economic
level—placed greater value on taking on challenging and responsible tasks (Ogata, 2011).
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Similarly, a study of 513 university and junior college students in the Chugoku,
Shikoku, and Kyushu regions showed that students from economically less developed
prefectures (Kagawa and Oita) valued “having sufficient holidays,” whereas those from
more developed prefectures (such as Fukuoka) prioritized “an environment where they
could achieve personal growth” when choosing an employer (Abe et al., 2016).

These differences are also reflected in students’ orientation toward local employment.
A study of 207 social science majors attending rural universities found that students who
emphasized challenging job content showed a weaker preference for local employment,
while those who valued working conditions and their parents’ opinions demonstrated a
stronger inclination to work in their home regions (Sugiyama, 2012).

In addition, differences in the level of urban development may be related to students’
scope of perspective. Evidence suggests that students in less developed cities tend to place
more importance on close personal relationships, whereas those in more developed cities
tend to focus on relationships with society at large.

A study of 1396 university graduates in Germany found that graduates who valued
social bonds were more likely to seek employment in familiar regions, while those who
prioritized job opportunities and urban amenities were more likely to seek work in large
cities (von Proff et al., 2017).

Similarly, a study of 513 university and junior college students in the Chugoku,
Shikoku, and Kyushu regions of Japan indicated that students with a stronger local orienta-
tion placed greater emphasis on a company’s atmosphere when choosing an employer than
those with a weaker local orientation. This may be because local companies are often more
familiar to students, making the workplace atmosphere a decisive factor (Abe et al., 2016).

Furthermore, a study of 549 university students in Spain revealed that, in the econom-
ically developed region of Catalonia, social evaluations of entrepreneurship influenced
students’ entrepreneurial intentions. In contrast, among students in the less developed
region of Andalusia, evaluations from close personal relationships had a greater impact on
their entrepreneurial intentions (Liñán et al., 2011).

Previous studies have long documented that interpersonal relationships function
as valuable resources in economically less developed cities. In urban areas, creativity is
often directly linked to business success due to the presence of supportive environments
and competitive dynamics. In contrast, in rural areas that lack such environments and
competition, possessing strong social networks based on interpersonal ties, rather than
relying on creativity alone, plays a more significant role in business activities (Freire-Gibb
& Nielsen, 2014).

An analysis of 931 semiconductor factories operated by 266 companies across
29 countries from 1975 to 2004 showed that countries with more collectivist cultures tended
to favor industrial clusters. This pattern suggests that collectivism promotes coopera-
tion and coordination, reduces free-riding and opportunistic behavior, and thereby offers
advantages such as lower transaction costs and moderated competition within clusters.
Moreover, collectivist orientations encourage knowledge sharing and increase the likeli-
hood of spillover effects (Martin et al., 2010).

Yamawaki (2012) further demonstrated that collectivism tends to be stronger in pre-
fectures with lower per capita value added, smaller tertiary industry ratios, and less
population mobility across prefectural borders. Similarly, a survey of 1062 voters in
16 municipalities across Japan found that positive evaluations of social environments—such
as interpersonal interactions and community events—enhanced attachment to the local
community more strongly than evaluations of physical environments, including cityscapes,
buildings, and medical facilities (Hikichi et al., 2009).
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Thus, the fact that students in rural areas tend to place greater importance on inter-
personal relationships than those in urban areas may have worked to the advantage of
rural cities in attracting students during the pandemic. It is also noteworthy that remote
work, which became widespread during the pandemic, may have been effective only when
supported by strong interpersonal relationships.

Previous research has suggested that building trust in the workplace is a key precon-
dition for the successful implementation of telework. Using data from 9773 U.S. employees
in the 2011 Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) Telework Study, Kim et al. (2021) found
that the formation of trust within workplaces enhanced organizational performance among
companies that had adopted telework. Similarly, a survey of 85 managers at public univer-
sities in the United States revealed that supervisors tended to allow telework primarily for
subordinates they trusted (Kaplan et al., 2018).

In Japan, data from 145 companies showed that organizations with active internal
communication achieved better outcomes from telework—such as improved efficiency and
cost reduction (Furukawa, 2010). Other studies have also argued that establishing trust is a
fundamental condition for the successful diffusion of telework (Jokura, 2018; Adachi, 2010;
Furukawa, 2003; Wang et al., 2021).

Therefore, the spread of remote work during the pandemic may have served as a
favorable factor for both rural students—who tend to value interpersonal relationships and
display a stronger preference for local employment—and rural employers seeking to hire
such students.

However, there is also a growing body of critical arguments and evidence regarding the
characteristics of students who remain in rural areas. A study of 1640 social science students
from universities across Japan found that students with stronger intentions to pursue
international careers showed a negative correlation with local orientation (Koyama, 2017).
Another study involving 409 students from rural universities indicated that students with
strong local orientation often lacked a clear image of work and exhibited low motivation
toward job hunting (Hirao & Shigematsu, 2006).

Similarly, a study of 273 students from rural universities revealed that local students
tended to strengthen their preference for local employment under the influence of their
parents’ opinions, due to lower levels of psychological independence and career awareness
(Yonehara & Tanaka, 2015). A survey of 5400 individuals aged 20–34 residing in Aomori
Prefecture showed that those who attended universities within the prefecture reported
higher levels of interpersonal anxiety compared with those who had studied outside the
prefecture (Ishiguro, 2007).

Other studies have pointed out that the attitudes of rural students may be insufficient
to serve as human resources capable of leading rural industries (Ushirokawa, 2019); that
a strong local orientation could distort the optimal allocation of human resources and
hinder innovation (Hioki, 2020); and that the coexistence of locally retained, non-elite
young people and the increasing number of foreign workers in rural labor markets could
potentially lead to exclusionary attitudes (Kutsuwada, 2009).

These differences in attitudes between urban and rural students can potentially be
explained by Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, a classic psychological model that or-
ganizes human needs into five levels, usually depicted as a pyramid. At the base are
physiological needs (e.g., food, water, shelter), followed by safety needs (e.g., security,
stability), social needs (e.g., love, belonging), esteem needs (e.g., self-respect, recognition),
and at the top, self-actualization (realizing one’s full potential). According to the theory,
lower-level needs generally must be satisfied before higher-level needs become motivating.
This model continues to be widely cited in contemporary research, including in the contexts
of regional inequality and development (Lee & Sims, 2023), physician migration from
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low- and middle-income countries (Dohlman et al., 2019), and human safety during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Aikebaier, 2024).

These discussions suggest that the tendency of rural students to prioritize working
conditions and interpersonal relationships may conflict with the attitudes of urban students,
who place greater importance on challenge, personal growth, and engagement with broader
society. Consequently, such orientations among rural students may negatively affect the
long-term economic and social development of rural areas.

If the pandemic indeed intensified rural students’ preference for local employment,
it is likely that changes also occurred in the career values associated with this orientation.
However, these changes may not necessarily be positive; rather, they may have widened
the attitudinal gap between urban and rural students. Specifically, the expected change
is an increased emphasis among rural students on working conditions and interpersonal
relationships linked to their local orientation.

1.2. Hypotheses

H1. During the COVID-19 pandemic, rural students placed greater emphasis on working conditions
compared to urban students.

H2. During the COVID-19 pandemic, rural students placed greater emphasis on interpersonal
relationships compared to urban students.

In contrast, the career values that are characteristic of urban students—such as an
emphasis on social recognition, opportunities for achievement, and self-worth—are not
linked to local orientation. Therefore, it is plausible that rural students placed less emphasis
on these aspects during the pandemic than urban students. The following hypotheses are
proposed:

H3. During the COVID-19 pandemic, urban students placed greater emphasis on social recognition
compared to rural students.

H4. During the COVID-19 pandemic, urban students placed greater emphasis on opportunities for
achievement compared to rural students.

H5. During the COVID-19 pandemic, urban students placed greater emphasis on self-worth
compared to rural students.

In studies that categorize students by urban or rural affiliation, it is essential to
consider their place of origin. For instance, the tendency to value working conditions or
interpersonal relationships may be shaped either by attending a rural university or by
being raised in a rural environment. In addition, gender differences should also be taken
into account.

Previous studies have shown that, due to biological differences or early socialization
processes, men tend to prefer competition (Tannen, 1994) and independence (Gefen &
Straub, 1997) more than women, and that men’s self-esteem is more strongly influenced by
autonomy and decisiveness (Keller et al., 2015). A study of Japanese participants further
demonstrated that men place greater value on intrinsic rewards than on extrinsic ones,
whereas women make less distinction between the two (Worthley et al., 2009). Therefore,
in order to clearly demonstrate how changes during the pandemic differed between urban
and rural contexts, it is necessary to control for gender differences.

To address these issues, the present study incorporates university location, place of
origin, and gender into the analysis. Moreover, a path analysis using five variables is
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conducted to examine whether the increased emphasis on working conditions and inter-
personal relationships—expected mainly among rural students—is linked to the increased
emphasis on social recognition, opportunities for achievement, and self-worth—expected
mainly among urban students.

Furthermore, logistic regression analysis is used to clarify the relationship between
career values and local orientation among students who are both from rural areas and attend
rural universities. In China, the pandemic led university students to adopt a more pes-
simistic outlook on employment prospects, while showing a marked shift toward greater
interest in working for public institutions, state-owned enterprises, and government agen-
cies, as well as in first-tier cities rather than their hometowns (Zheng & Yan, 2024). Similarly,
a survey conducted in Japan during the pandemic revealed that students’ preference for
large corporations had reached its highest level since the survey began in 2001, likely due
to the high number of bankruptcies among small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
at the time (Mynavi, 2020a). Because SMEs occupy an overwhelmingly large share of the
rural economy, it has long been suggested that a strong preference for large corporations
discourages young people from returning to their home regions after graduation (Japan
Finance Corporation Research Institute, 2015; Small and Medium Enterprise Agency, 2017).

Therefore, it is possible that the pandemic-induced rise in large-company orientation
negatively affected rural students’ intention to work locally. By controlling for preferences
for large or small companies and other related variables, this study aims to clarify how
changes in career values may have influenced students’ local orientation.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

Between 9 November 2020, and 19 January 2021, a questionnaire survey was dis-
tributed to 571 undergraduate students (from first to fourth year) enrolled in social science
faculties at five universities in Japan. A total of 516 students responded, yielding a response
rate of 90.5%. Among the valid respondents, 72.1% were male and 27.9% were female.

The survey was conducted at five universities located in five prefectures. The number
of distributed and returned questionnaires was as follows: Prefecture A (distributed = 67,
returned = 67), Prefecture B (34, 34), Prefecture C (170, 166), Prefecture D (100, 89), and
Prefecture E (200, 160), for a total of 571 distributed and 516 returned.

In this study, Prefectures A–C—which are not part of Japan’s three major metropolitan
areas, namely the Tokyo Metropolitan Area (Tokyo, Saitama, Chiba, Kanagawa), the Nagoya
Area (Aichi, Gifu, Mie), and the Osaka Area (Osaka, Hyogo, Kyoto, Nara)—were classified
as rural, whereas Prefectures D–E, which belong to the metropolitan areas, were classified
as urban. As a result, 48.3% of the respondents attended urban universities, and 51.7%
attended rural universities.

Following Hirao and Shigematsu (2006), this study defines “narrow local orientation”
as the intention to work in one’s home prefecture, and “broad local orientation” as the
intention to work in a prefecture adjacent to one’s home prefecture. The proportions were as
follows: narrow local orientation, 60.7%; broad local orientation, 14.0%; urban orientation
(intention to work in one of the three major metropolitan areas excluding one’s home and
adjacent prefectures), 18.6%; and other, 6.6%. In terms of origin, 40.2% of respondents were
from urban areas, and 59.2% were from rural areas.

Table 1 summarizes respondents’ attributes by university location. Key characteristics
are as follows:
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Table 1. Respondent characteristics by university location.

Urban Rural

Sex
Male 207 165
Female 42 102

Year in University
First-year student 41 10
Second-year student 7 150
Third-year student 150 80
Fourth-year student 51 27

Preferred Type of Employment after Graduation
Work for a large enterprise 86 26
Work for a small or venture company 60 115
Work as a public servant 10 56
Take over or help with family business 4 2
Not decided yet 77 57
Other 9 5

Preferred Industry after Graduation
Agriculture, forestry, fisheries, or mining 1 2
Construction 6 7
Manufacturing 11 20
Electricity, gas, heat supply, or water 3 1
Information and communication 16 12
Transportation or postal services 5 1
Wholesale or retail trade 16 16
Finance or insurance 34 19
Real estate or leasing 15 7
Academic research, professional, or technical services 4 3
Service industry 27 14
Education or learning support 3 5
Medical or welfare services 2 2
National government employee (excluding educational positions) 3 7
Local government employee (excluding educational positions) 6 39
Enter graduate school 1 2
Not decided yet 59 66
No particular preference for industry 24 33
Other (please specify) 7 2

Preferred Occupation after Graduation
Management or business planning 40 26
Sales or marketing 79 33
Basic or technical research 1 0
Engineering or product design 5 1
Product planning or development 17 21
Purchasing or procurement 1 0
Manufacturing, production, or quality control 3 11
Research, advertising, or promotion 8 9
Information systems or IT development 6 4
Logistics or distribution 3 1
Public relations or editing 3 18
Human resources, general affairs, or accounting 11 23
Enter graduate school 3 3
Not decided yet 37 64
No particular preference for occupation 16 28
Other (please specify) 6 14

Place of Origin
Urban area 196 8
Rural area 51 249
Overseas 2 1

Relationship between Place of Origin and University Location
Same as university location 112 208
Different from university location 134 50

Preferred Employment Location
Urban area 213 42
Rural area 20 213
Overseas 5 3

Orientation toward Local or Urban Employment
Narrow local orientation (prefers employment within home
prefecture) 120 183

Broad local orientation (prefers employment within home or
neighboring prefecture) 48 22

Urban orientation (prefers employment in metropolitan areas) 58 35
Other 18 15
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• Regarding intended employment type immediately after graduation, the most com-
mon choice among urban students was “working in a large company” (35.0%), while
among rural students it was “working in a small or venture company” (44.1%).

• For intended industry immediately after graduation, excluding those who answered
“undecided” (urban: 24.3%; rural: 25.6%) or “no particular preference” (urban: 9.9%;
rural: 12.8%), the most frequent responses were “finance and insurance” (14.0%) and
“services” (11.1%) among urban students, and “local government” (15.1%) among
rural students.

• Regarding intended occupation, the proportions answering “undecided” and “no
particular preference” were both lower in urban areas (15.5% and 6.7%, respectively)
than in rural areas (25.0% and 10.9%). Conversely, “management/administrative
planning” (16.7%) and “sales/marketing” (33.1%) were higher among urban students
than among rural students (10.2% and 12.9%).

• Regarding place of origin, most urban university students were from urban areas
(78.7%), while most rural university students were from rural areas (96.5%).

• Regarding preferred employment location, 89.5% of urban students expressed a pref-
erence for working in urban areas, while 82.6% of rural students preferred working in
rural areas.

• Finally, regarding local orientation, narrow local orientation (preference for employ-
ment in the home prefecture) was 49.2% among urban students and 71.8% among
rural students; broad local orientation (in an adjacent prefecture) was 19.7% and 8.6%,
respectively; and urban orientation (in one of the three metropolitan areas excluding
home and adjacent prefectures) was 23.8% and 13.7%, respectively.

2.2. Psychological Measures

The first part of the questionnaire collected demographic and background information,
including gender, age, academic year, preferred type of employment, preferred industry
and occupation after graduation, home prefecture, and preferred prefecture of employment
after graduation.

The second part of the questionnaire assessed changes in career attitudes during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The items measuring changes in career attitudes were developed
specifically for this study, based on Komoda (2007). Participants were presented with the
following instruction:

“Please indicate how the importance of each of the following factors in your career
choice has changed between before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. For each state-
ment, select the number that best applies to you.”

Participants rated 27 items concerning changes in the importance of various career-
related factors using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = greatly decreased in importance
to 5 = greatly increased in importance.

A factor analysis using the principal factor method was then conducted on the 27 items.
The eigenvalues were 7.85, 2.98, 2.29, 1.66, 1.50, 1.02, 0.86, and so forth, suggesting that a
five-factor structure was appropriate. Accordingly, another factor analysis was conducted
with the number of factors fixed at five, using the principal factor method with Varimax
rotation. The resulting factor pattern is shown in Table 2.

The five unrotated factors together explained 52.19% of the total variance across the
27 items.

The first factor consisted of ten items such as “flexible working hours (e.g., flextime),”
“stable income,” “comprehensive employee benefits,” and “a sufficient number of paid
holidays.” This factor was labeled Working Conditions.
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Table 2. Results of the factor analysis.

Factor 1:
Working

Conditions

Factor 2:
Interpersonal
Relationships

Factor 3:
Self-Worth

Factor 4:
Social

Recognition

Factor 5:
Opportunities for

Achievement

Working hours are flexible (e.g., flextime system). 0.631 0.042 0.072 0.085 0.177
A stable income can be obtained. 0.596 0.211 0.078 0.117 −0.054
Employee benefits are well provided. 0.594 0.203 0.099 0.064 0.146
Paid vacation days are sufficient. 0.583 0.155 0.144 0.030 0.020
There are few job transfers. 0.543 0.199 0.109 0.104 −0.047
Overtime work is limited. 0.541 0.176 0.155 0.052 0.016
Remote work is available. 0.540 −0.100 −0.002 0.037 0.280
The workplace is located in my hometown. 0.507 0.136 −0.042 0.217 0.095
The workplace is conveniently accessible. 0.429 0.226 0.045 0.075 0.097
Side jobs are permitted. 0.423 −0.063 0.001 −0.039 0.357
I can build a good atmosphere with my colleagues. 0.229 0.868 0.117 0.116 0.083
I can establish mutual trust with people at the workplace. 0.203 0.807 0.088 0.137 0.064
I can feel connected to others through my work. 0.253 0.791 0.107 0.183 0.083
I am accepted by people around me at work. 0.304 0.742 0.134 0.179 0.072
I can engage in work that expands my potential. 0.122 0.035 0.768 0.110 0.193
I can engage in work that makes use of my individuality. 0.087 0.126 0.745 0.142 0.137
I can engage in work that utilizes my abilities. 0.147 0.057 0.707 0.162 0.070
I can engage in work that contributes to my personal growth. 0.064 0.067 0.657 0.275 0.227
I can engage in work that gives me a sense of fulfillment. 0.072 0.188 0.616 0.264 0.217
I can engage in work that is recognized by society. 0.120 0.164 0.277 0.759 0.107
I can engage in work that earns respect from others. 0.170 0.113 0.153 0.738 0.136
I can engage in work that is highly valued by the public. 0.127 0.069 0.262 0.679 0.039
I can engage in work that contributes to society. 0.094 0.227 0.166 0.563 0.129
I can become independent in the future. 0.066 −0.019 0.177 0.054 0.765
I have opportunities to start my own business. 0.120 0.088 0.244 0.110 0.757
I can gain experience in a wide variety of jobs. 0.145 0.185 0.163 0.167 0.601
I can make use of new ideas that I have conceived. 0.173 0.155 0.304 0.187 0.489

Note. Values represent factor loadings; italicized bold values indicate loadings of 0.40 or higher.

The second factor comprised four items: “being able to build a good atmosphere
with colleagues,” “being able to establish trustful relationships with people in the work-
place,” “feeling connected to others through work,” and “being accepted by people in the
workplace.” This factor was labeled Interpersonal Relationships.

The third factor included five items: “being able to engage in work that broadens one’s
potential,” “work that allows one’s individuality to be expressed,” “work that utilizes one’s
abilities,” “work that contributes to personal growth,” and “work that provides a sense of
fulfillment.” This factor was labeled Self-Worth.

The fourth factor consisted of four items: “work that is recognized by society,” “work
that earns respect from others,” “work that receives high public evaluation,” and “work
that contributes to society.” This factor was labeled Social Recognition.

The fifth factor comprised four items: “having the opportunity to become independent
in the future,” “having the opportunity to start a new business,” “being able to gain
experience in a wide range of jobs,” and “being able to put one’s own new ideas into
practice.” This factor was labeled Opportunities for Achievement.

2.3. Analysis

For the analysis, the arithmetic mean of the items comprising each factor was used as
a variable. The following five analytical steps were conducted.

First, the mean values of the five variables were compared to confirm whether the
changes observed during the pandemic were statistically significant.

Second, correlation analysis and path analysis were performed to examine the potential
connections between Working Conditions and Interpersonal Relationships—characteristic
of local students—and Social Recognition, Opportunities for Achievement, and Self-Worth,
which are more typical of urban students. Here, we interpret the findings using Maslow’s
(1943) hierarchy of needs theory.

Third, changes in occupational attitudes were presented separately by university location.
Fourth, tendencies toward local orientation and urban orientation were examined.
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Finally, a logistic regression analysis was conducted, with local orientation as the
dependent variable. By controlling for various covariates, this analysis sought to clarify how
changes in occupational attitudes were related to students’ intentions to seek employment
in their home regions.

3. Results
3.1. Overall Findings

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for changes in occupational attitudes. The
variables are arranged in descending order of their mean values. Given that “no change”
corresponds to a score of 3 on the 5-point scale, it is reasonable to judge whether each
mean is statistically higher than 3 as an indicator of whether a meaningful change occurred
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for changes in occupational attitudes.

Mean SD 95%CI
Lower

95%CI
Upper

Working
Conditions

Interpersonal
Relationships

Social
Recognition

Opportunities
for

Achievement
Self-Worth

Working Conditions 3.628 0.535 3.575 3.681 (0.814)
Interpersonal
Relationships 3.454 0.752 3.380 3.529 0.460 ** (0.910)

Social Recognition 3.294 0.614 3.233 3.355 0.282 ** 0.305 ** (0.841)
Opportunities for

Achievement 3.254 0.618 3.193 3.315 0.312 ** 0.263 ** 0.319 ** (0.773)

Self-Worth 3.212 0.636 3.149 3.274 0.164 ** 0.248 ** 0.440 ** 0.440 ** (0.855)

Note. ** p < 0.05. Values in parentheses indicate Cronbach’s α reliability coefficients. SD = standard deviation.
Bold italic values indicate correlation coefficients greater than 0.40.

Figure 1 displays the mean values of the five variables, with error bars representing
the 95% confidence intervals. For all variables, the lower bound of the confidence interval
exceeded 3, indicating that the changes were statistically significant—that is, students’
occupational attitudes did shift during the pandemic. In particular, Working Conditions
and Interpersonal Relationships showed relatively high mean scores, suggesting that
students became more likely to value these aspects when considering future employment.

 

Figure 1. Comparison of mean values by variable. Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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However, as none of the mean values reached 4—the level corresponding to “slightly
increased importance”—these changes should not be regarded as large. Rather, they can be
described as “small but distinct changes.”

Correlation coefficients shown in Table 3 reveal that none of the correlations met the
r > 0.70 threshold for a “high correlation” according to Guilford (1956), indicating con-
siderable individual variation in the direction of change. Nonetheless, three correlations
exceeded r = 0.40, the criterion for a “moderate correlation.” One such correlation was
between Working Conditions and Interpersonal Relationships, while the other two were
between Self-Worth and Social Recognition, and between Self-Worth and Opportunities
for Achievement.

As discussed in the Introduction, prior research has shown that the former combination
tends to characterize students in rural areas, whereas the latter set of linkages is more typical
among urban students.

3.2. Path Analysis

To clarify the relationships among the five variables, a path analysis was conducted.
Here, we employed path analysis instead of structural equation modeling (SEM) in consid-
eration of consistency with the preceding and subsequent analyses. However, the results
described below remained largely unchanged when SEM was applied (available upon
request). Assuming that changes were more likely to occur sequentially from variables
with higher mean scores (i.e., larger changes) to those with lower mean scores (i.e., smaller
changes), a model was specified in which change began with Working Conditions, passed
through Interpersonal Relationships, and proceeded to Social Recognition, Opportunities
for Achievement, and Self-Worth.

This assumption is supported by Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, which con-
ceptualizes human motivation as progressing through five levels—physiological, safety,
social, esteem, and self-actualization—such that higher-level needs become salient only
after lower-level needs have been satisfied.

The path diagram shown in Figure 2 suggests that increased emphasis on Working
Conditions is associated with greater emphasis on Interpersonal Relationships and Social
Recognition. Furthermore, heightened concern for Social Recognition appears to promote
greater emphasis on Self-Worth and Opportunities for Achievement.

 

Figure 2. Changes in occupational awareness: Results of path analysis. Note. Based on path
analysis. Variables with higher mean scores (indicating greater change) were assumed to explain
those with lower scores (indicating smaller change), and were arranged accordingly. N = 444.
*** p < 0.01. Control variables (gender, academic year, hometown, and university location) are omitted
from the figure. Goodness-of-fit indices: χ2 = 32.118; df = 26; root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.023; probability of close fit (PCLOSE) = 0.975; goodness of fit index (GFI) = 0.987; adjusted
goodness of fit index (AGFI) = 0.967; normed fit index (NFI) = 0.980; comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.996.
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However, no significant paths were found between Interpersonal Relationships and
either Self-Worth or Opportunities for Achievement.

This indicates that becoming more concerned with interpersonal aspects of work does
not directly lead to increased emphasis on self-realization or achievement-oriented values.
Rather, such a shift appears to exert only an indirect effect, operating through enhanced
concern for Social Recognition.

3.3. Changes in Occupational Values by University Location

Next, differences in changes in occupational values were examined according to
university location.

As shown in Table 4, statistically significant differences were found for Working
Conditions and Self-Worth.

Table 4. Changes in occupational awareness by university location.

Urban Rural
Mean SD Mean SD t

Working Conditions 3.45 0.564 3.75 0.463 −6.385 ***
Interpersonal
Relationships 3.47 0.833 3.44 0.697 0.366

Social Recognition 3.30 0.683 3.27 0.564 0.584
Opportunities for
Achievement 3.31 0.712 3.24 0.549 1.208

Self-Worth 3.35 0.708 3.13 0.549 3.749 ***

Frequency 245 255
Note. The values range from 1 to 5, with higher values indicating greater changes. *** p < 0.01.

Specifically, students attending universities in rural areas scored higher on Working
Conditions, whereas those attending universities in urban areas scored higher on Self-Worth
(see Figure 3).

Working Conditions Self-Worth 

Figure 3. Changes in career consciousness by university location (significance indicated). Note. Scores
range from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating greater changes. *** p < 0.01. Error bars indicate 95%
confidence intervals.

This indicates that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, urban students became more
likely than their rural counterparts to emphasize Self-Worth when choosing a career,
whereas rural students became more likely to emphasize Working Conditions.

These findings lend support to Hypotheses 1 and 5 (H1 and H5).



Psychol. Int. 2025, 7, 103 13 of 23

To test the robustness of these results, the following section further disaggregates the
analysis by gender and students’ place of origin.

3.4. Changes in Occupational Values by Gender and University Location

Table 5 presents the results by gender and university location.

Table 5. Changes in Career Consciousness by Gender and University Location.

Male × Urban Male × Rural Female × Urban Female × Rural

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD F

Working Conditions 3.45 0.562 3.77 0.467 3.48 0.576 3.72 0.457 13.663 ***
Interpersonal Relationships 3.45 0.821 3.49 0.696 3.57 0.891 3.38 0.697 0.711
Social Recognition 3.32 0.696 3.33 0.594 3.21 0.611 3.17 0.500 1.857
Opportunities for
Achievement 3.35 0.715 3.32 0.566 3.15 0.681 3.13 0.504 3.562 **

Self-Worth 3.36 0.710 3.17 0.558 3.31 0.704 3.08 0.536 5.093 ***

Frequency 202 154 42 101

Note. Scores range from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating greater changes. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05. The label
before “×” indicates gender, and the label after “×” indicates university location.

Statistically significant differences were observed in Working Conditions, Opportuni-
ties for Achievement, and Self-Worth.

Post hoc tests revealed the following patterns:

• For Working Conditions, both male and female students in rural universities scored
higher than those in urban universities.

• For Self-Worth, both male and female students in urban universities scored higher than
their counterparts in rural universities (although the difference was not significant
among females).

• For Opportunities for Achievement, male students scored higher than female students
regardless of university location (however, the difference between urban males and
urban females was not significant).

In summary, male and female students in rural universities became more likely than
those in urban universities to emphasize Working Conditions when choosing a career,
whereas male and female students in urban universities became more likely to emphasize
Self-Worth.

Additionally, across both urban and rural contexts, male students placed greater
emphasis on Opportunities for Achievement than did female students (details available
upon request).

Overall, the findings suggest that:

• Emphasis on Working Conditions increased particularly among students in
rural areas;

• Emphasis on Self-Worth increased particularly among students in urban areas;
• Emphasis on Opportunities for Achievement increased particularly among

male students.

3.5. Changes in Occupational Values by Place of Origin and University Location

Table 6 presents the results by students’ place of origin and university location.
Statistically significant differences were found in Working Conditions, Social Evalua-

tion, and Self-Worth.
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Table 6. Changes in Occupational Awareness by Hometown × University Location.

Urban → Urban Urban → Rural Rural → Urban Rural → Rural

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD F

Working Conditions 3.45 0.554 3.29 0.422 3.45 0.604 3.76 0.459 14.816 ***
Interpersonal Relationships 3.49 0.801 3.03 0.920 3.38 0.963 3.45 0.687 1.052
Social Recognition 3.28 0.681 2.84 0.481 3.44 0.669 3.28 0.564 2.287 *
Opportunities for
Achievement 3.27 0.695 2.93 0.773 3.44 0.749 3.24 0.541 2.068

Self-Worth 3.34 0.698 3.33 0.595 3.37 0.760 3.13 0.552 4.637 ***

Frequency 194 8 49 238

Note. Scores range from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating greater changes. *** p < 0.01, * p < 0.10. The label
before “→” refers to hometown, and the label after “→” refers to university location.

Post hoc tests indicated that:

• For Working Conditions, students from rural areas who also attended urban universi-
ties (Rural → Rural) scored significantly higher than the other groups.

• For Self-Worth, students from urban areas who attended urban universities
(Urban → Urban) scored higher than Rural → Rural students.

• Additionally, students from rural areas who attended urban universities (Rural → Urban)
placed greater emphasis on Social Evaluation than did students from urban areas who
attended rural universities (Urban → Rural) (details available upon request).

These results suggest that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, Rural → Rural students
became more likely than others to emphasize Working Conditions when choosing a career,
whereas Urban → Urban students became more likely than Rural → Rural students to
emphasize Self-Worth.

Moreover, Rural → Urban students increased their emphasis on Social Evaluation
compared with Urban → Rural students.

3.6. Analysis of Local and Urban Employment Orientation

This section examines the proportion of students expressing either a local or urban
employment orientation by the combination of their place of origin and university location.

As shown in Table 7, approximately 80% of students from urban areas who attended
urban universities (Urban → Urban), students from urban areas who attended rural uni-
versities (Urban → Rural), and students from rural areas who attended rural universities
(Rural → Rural) hoped to find employment either within their home prefecture (narrow
local orientation) or in a neighboring prefecture (broad local orientation).

Table 7. Local and Urban Orientation by Hometown × University Location.

Urban → Urban Urban → Rural Rural → Urban Rural → Rural

Narrow local 108 6 11 176
orientation 55.10% 75.00% 23.90% 71.50%
Broad local 44 0 4 22
orientation 22.40% 0.00% 8.70% 8.90%
Urban 29 0 28 35
orientation 14.80% 0.00% 60.90% 14.20%
Others 15 2 3 13

7.70% 25.00% 6.50% 5.30%

χ2= 87.605 ***
Note. The area before the arrow (“→”) indicates the hometown, and the area after the arrow indicates the
university location. The upper row shows the frequency, and the lower row shows the percentage. “Narrow
local orientation” refers to the intention to work in one’s home prefecture. “Broad local orientation” refers to the
intention to work in a prefecture adjacent to one’s home prefecture. “Urban orientation” refers to the intention to
work in one of the three major metropolitan areas. *** p < 0.01.
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In contrast, students from rural areas who attended urban universities
(Rural → Urban) showed a distinctly different pattern: only slightly more than 30% ex-
pressed a local or broad local orientation, while about 60% preferred to work in an urban
area (urban orientation).

This general tendency remained consistent when the analysis was conducted sepa-
rately for male and female students (details available upon request).

3.7. Factors Enhancing Local Employment Orientation

To identify the factors that enhance students’ orientation toward local employment,
logistic regression analyses were conducted using two dependent variables: (1) narrow
local orientation (desire to work in one’s home prefecture) and (2) broad local orientation
(desire to work in one’s home or adjacent prefecture). The analysis was restricted to
students from rural areas attending rural universities, as the number of students from
urban areas attending rural universities or vice versa was insufficient relative to the number
of independent variables.

Following the guideline proposed by Hair et al. (2014)—which recommends that the
number of independent variables should not exceed one-tenth of the number of cases to
prevent overfitting—the stepwise selection method was employed to select variables.

Five variables representing changes in occupational consciousness (each measured on
a 1–5 scale, as in the previous analyses) were included. Other categorical variables were
converted into dummy variables, coded as 1 if the respondent selected the option and 0
otherwise. Response options with fewer than ten cases were excluded prior to the analysis.

As shown in Table 8, the results indicated that students aspiring to work for large
corporations were less likely to have a narrow local orientation. Conversely, those who
aspired to work for small or venture firms or as local government employees, and those
whose occupational consciousness had shifted toward valuing interpersonal relationships,
were more likely to have a narrow local orientation.

Table 8. Results of Logistic Regression Analysis with Narrow Local Orientation as the Dependent
Variable (Students from Rural Areas Attending Universities in Rural Areas).

Coefficient (B) Standard
Error (SE)

Odds Ratio
(Exp(B)) 95% Confidence Interval p-Value

Intercept −0.615 1.281 0.541 0.044 ~ 6.660 0.631
Male a 0.573 0.356 1.770 0.884 ~ 3.560 0.107
Work for a large company b −0.903 0.533 0.406 0.143 ~ 1.150 0.090 *
Work for a small or venture company b 0.871 0.399 2.390 1.090 ~ 5.220 0.029 **
Real estate/goods rental industry c 1.651 1.255 5.210 0.445 ~ 61.000 0.188
Local government official (excluding teachers) c 1.203 0.629 3.330 0.971 ~ 11.400 0.056 *
Management/administrative planning d 1.100 0.675 3.000 0.800 ~ 11.300 0.103
Research/advertising/public relations d −1.469 0.985 0.230 0.033 ~ 1.590 0.136
Public relations/editing d 1.597 1.090 4.940 0.584 ~ 41.800 0.143
Human relations e 0.698 0.284 2.010 1.150 ~ 3.510 0.014 **
Opportunities for achievement e −0.542 0.342 0.582 0.298 ~ 1.140 0.113

Notes: Variable selection was performed using the stepwise method based on the Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC). a A dummy variable coded as 1 for male and 0 for female. b A dummy variable coded as 1 if the option was
selected in “Q4. What kind of employment do you plan to pursue immediately after graduation? (Select one),”
and 0 otherwise. c A dummy variable coded as 1 if the option was selected in “Q5. In which industry do you
wish to work immediately after graduation? (Select one),” and 0 otherwise. d A dummy variable coded as 1 if the
option was selected in “Q6. What type of occupation do you wish to engage in immediately after graduation?
(Select one),” and 0 otherwise. e A continuous variable ranging from 1 to 5. ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.

Similarly, as presented in Table 9, for the broader local orientation, students who
wished to work for large corporations again showed a lower tendency toward local em-
ployment. In contrast, third-year students, as well as those aspiring to work in small or
venture firms or in management and administrative planning, and those who had come to
value interpersonal relationships more in their career choice, exhibited a stronger broad
local orientation.
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Table 9. Results of Logistic Regression Analysis with Narrow and Broad Local Orientation as the
Dependent Variables (Students from rural areas attending universities located in rural areas).

Coefficient (B) Standard
Error (SE)

Odds Ratio
(Exp(B)) 95% Confidence Interval p-Value

Intercept −2.952 1.194 0.052 0.005 ~ 0.542 0.013 **
Third-year student f 1.230 0.527 3.420 1.220 ~ 9.610 0.020 **
Work for a large company b −0.959 0.570 0.383 0.125 ~ 1.170 0.092 *
Work for a small or venture company b 1.043 0.486 2.840 1.090 ~ 7.350 0.032 **
Finance/Insurance industry c −1.114 0.699 0.328 0.083 ~ 1.290 0.111
National government employee (excluding
educational positions) c 1.751 1.315 5.760 0.438 ~ 75.700 0.183

Local government employee (excluding
educational positions) c 0.995 0.733 2.710 0.643 ~ 11.400 0.175

Management/Business planning d 2.120 1.089 8.330 0.985 ~ 70.400 0.052 *
Research/Advertising/Promotion d −1.654 1.092 0.191 0.023 ~ 1.630 0.130
Public relations/Editing d 1.472 1.153 4.360 0.455 ~ 41.700 0.202
No particular preference for occupation d 1.304 0.852 3.680 0.693 ~ 19.600 0.126
Human relations e 1.048 0.342 2.850 1.460 ~ 5.580 0.002 ***

Notes: Variable selection was performed using the stepwise method based on the Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC). b: Dummy variable coded as 1 if selected in “Q4. What kind of work style do you expect immediately
after graduation?” and 0 otherwise. c: Dummy variable coded as 1 if selected in “Q5. In which industry do you
wish to work immediately after graduation?” and 0 otherwise. d: Dummy variable coded as 1 if selected in “Q6.
What type of occupation (job content) do you wish to engage in immediately after graduation?” and 0 otherwise.
e: Variable measured on a five-point scale (from 1 to 5). f: Dummy variable coded as 1 for third-year students and
0 for others. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.

In sum, although the specific predictors varied somewhat depending on whether
the dependent variable was defined narrowly or broadly, a consistent pattern emerged:
students with a strong preference for large corporations were more inclined to seek employ-
ment outside their home regions, whereas those favoring small or venture firms, public
sector positions, or who had come to prioritize interpersonal relationships during the
pandemic tended to prefer employment within their local areas.

4. Discussion
During the COVID-19 pandemic, university students’ occupational consciousness shifted

toward placing greater importance on various job-related conditions. Although these changes
were statistically significant, the absolute magnitude of change was modest, suggesting that
the most appropriate description would be “a small but clearly discernible shift.”

When comparing the five factors extracted through factor analysis, the results were
consistent with the classical psychological framework of hierarchy of needs (Maslow,
1943). Awareness related to lower-order needs—such as favorable working conditions
and interpersonal relationships—showed a greater increase than awareness related to
higher-order needs—such as social recognition, opportunities for achievement, and self-
worth. This implies that the heightened sense of insecurity during the pandemic led
students to prioritize stability and connection (lower-order needs), while motivations for
self-realization and achievement (higher-order needs) increased only slightly.

The most pronounced contrast in occupational consciousness was observed between
students who both came from and attended universities in rural areas (local-to-local) and
those who did so in urban areas (urban-to-urban). The former group showed a stronger
shift toward emphasizing working conditions, whereas the latter group demonstrated
a greater shift toward emphasizing self-worth. Students from rural areas who attended
urban universities (local-to-urban) exhibited patterns closer to the urban group than to their
rural counterparts.

These findings align with prior research indicating that students in economically
less developed regions tend to prioritize stable employment conditions, while those in
economically developed regions place more emphasis on challenge and self-realization (Abe
et al., 2016; Ogata, 2011; Sugiyama, 2012). While previous studies described the state of what
students value, the present study revealed how those values changed during the pandemic.
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Taken together, the results suggest that the pandemic reinforced existing tendencies: rural
students, who already valued job stability, came to value it even more, while urban students,
who valued challenge and growth, further strengthened that orientation. Thus, this study
adds new empirical insight by suggesting that the pandemic not only altered students’
occupational values but also intensified the divide between urban and local orientations.

In addition, this study found that male students, more than female students, became
increasingly oriented toward intrinsic work aspects such as opportunities for achievement.
Given previous findings that men generally place more emphasis on intrinsic rewards than
women (Gefen & Straub, 1997; Keller et al., 2015; Kokubun & Yasui, 2021; Tannen, 1994;
Worthley et al., 2009), it is plausible that gender differences in occupational consciousness,
like regional differences, widened during the pandemic.

The results of the logistic regression analysis further indicated that a stronger shift
toward valuing interpersonal relationships was positively associated with local employment
orientation. Such a relationship is possible only if students perceive that workplaces in their
home regions provide good interpersonal environments. Therefore, the findings suggest
that students’ trust in the quality of human relations within local workplaces may have
played a role in strengthening local employment intentions. Although this study did not
measure the degree of students’ trust in local workplaces and therefore does not provide
definitive evidence, this interpretation is consistent with earlier research showing that
students who value social bonds are more likely to remain in their home regions. The
present results extend this by indicating that trust in local relationships could act as a
catalyst, linking shifts in occupational consciousness toward interpersonal values with
increased local orientation.

However, it is noteworthy that the most significant change distinguishing rural from
urban students was not in interpersonal relationships but in working conditions. Although
the two dimensions were moderately correlated, the correlation did not reach a high level.
This implies that local retention strategies should aim to strengthen the linkage between
working conditions and interpersonal relationships. Previous research has shown that suc-
cessful remote work relies heavily on workplace trust. Therefore, by jointly promoting both
stable working conditions and supportive interpersonal environments, local companies
could effectively appeal to students, adapt to new post-pandemic work styles, and enhance
their regional competitiveness.

The finding that students with a strong preference for large corporations exhibited
lower local employment orientation is consistent with prior studies reporting similar pat-
terns (Japan Finance Corporation Research Institute, 2015; Small and Medium Enterprise
Agency, 2017; Mynavi, 2020a). According to a survey by Mynavi (2020a), students’ prefer-
ence for large corporations reached its highest level since 2001, likely reflecting heightened
uncertainty during the pandemic. Studies conducted in multiple countries have revealed
that during the pandemic, factors such as technological infrastructure and differences in
digital competency between students and teachers may have widened regional disparities
in the quality of remote learning (Cullinan et al., 2021; Kennedy et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2022).
In Japan, it has also been shown that the negative impact of the pandemic on employment
was particularly evident in prefectures without major metropolitan areas—regions charac-
terized by a high proportion of small- and medium-sized enterprises and slower adoption
of telework (He, 2024). The accumulation of such experiences may have contributed to
local students’ growing anxiety about finding employment in their home regions. It is
plausible that this surge in corporate preference weakened students’ inclination toward
local employment, offsetting what might otherwise have been a stronger rise due to the
increased value placed on interpersonal relations.
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Furthermore, the path analysis revealed that shifts toward valuing interpersonal re-
lationships were linked to shifts in valuing social recognition, but not directly to shifts in
self-worth or achievement opportunities. This suggests that to foster intrinsic motivation, it
is not sufficient merely to enhance local attachment. Students must also develop aspirations
that extend beyond close personal circles toward broader social engagement. Previous stud-
ies attributing rural students’ limited ambition to their narrow perspectives gain further
support here, but the present findings offer a more constructive implication: promot-
ing awareness of social contribution could raise intrinsic motivation while maintaining
local commitment.

For example, during the pandemic, the number of applications to medical schools
in the United States rose by 18% year-on-year, reportedly driven by the public visibility
and moral significance of healthcare professionals during the crisis (CNN, 2020). Similarly,
a survey of Japanese university students found that “social contribution” ranked fourth
among job selection criteria—following “future prospects,” “salary and benefits,” and
“welfare programs” (DISCO, 2021)—and that the proportion of students who wished to
“work for the benefit of others” increased by 4.6 points from the previous year (Mynavi,
2020b). Linking such a sense of social contribution with rural students’ interpersonal
orientation may help narrow the attitudinal gap between urban and rural students. In doing
so, it could encourage students to remain in their regions while also fostering intrinsically
motivated, socially conscious workers who contribute to the long-term development of
local economies.

The findings of this study offer unique insights to the academic community by linking
changes in students’ occupational awareness that emerged during the COVID-19 pan-
demic to regional development. In the future, applying and testing these findings in
various disaster contexts may help anticipate shifts in students’ occupational awareness
caused by disasters, thereby contributing to regional development and a reduction in
regional disparities.

4.1. Findings of the Present Study

During the COVID-19 pandemic, students in rural areas experienced a shift in con-
sciousness toward placing greater importance on working conditions. This shift was
associated with an increased emphasis on interpersonal relationships and a stronger prefer-
ence for local employment.

In contrast, students in urban areas showed a greater change toward valuing self-
worth and opportunities for personal achievement—factors considered to be more closely
linked to labor productivity after employment. Consequently, the pandemic appears to
have widened the gap between rural and urban students in terms of work-related values,
local orientation, and potential labor productivity.

To encourage both strong local commitment and high labor productivity among rural
students, it is essential to foster a shift in awareness toward valuing social recognition—a
bridging factor between the emphasis on interpersonal relationships and that on self-worth
and personal achievement. In other words, promoting values such as “working for the
good of others and society” may help connect these orientations and enhance both local
engagement and productivity (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Findings of the Present Study. Note. Although “labor productivity” is not a variable used
in this study, it is positioned based on findings from previous research.

4.2. Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study examined changes in occupational consciousness using a scale
that asked participants to retrospectively assess shifts in their values, the analysis is cross-
sectional rather than longitudinal. Therefore, the findings reflect associations among
variables rather than clear causal relationships. Furthermore, recalling attitudes from before
the pandemic may have introduced recall bias. Future research employing longitudinal
or experimental designs will be necessary to identify causal mechanisms underlying the
observed relationships.

Moreover, the sample consisted exclusively of Japanese university students, which
limits the generalizability of the findings to students in other cultural or educational
contexts. Cultural norms, labor market structures, and pandemic responses may differ
substantially across countries, potentially influencing students’ occupational values in
distinct ways.

In addition, because the sample was drawn from a limited number of regions within
Japan, there may be regional bias in the data, and the results may not fully represent
national trends. In relation to this, the generalizability of the survey findings is limited
due to the gender imbalance (72.1% male) and the focus solely on students enrolled
in social science faculties at five universities. Caution should be taken in interpreting
the results, as they do not necessarily represent all Japanese students or those in other
academic disciplines.

Future studies should therefore include a more gender-, discipline-, and geographically
diverse sample, and conduct cross-national comparisons to further validate and extend the
present findings.

5. Conclusions
Based on a survey of university students, this study analyzed changes in students’

occupational consciousness during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results revealed a modest
but distinct shift in students’ perceptions, particularly a stronger emphasis on working
conditions. A comparison between students at urban universities (located in Japan’s three
major metropolitan areas) and those at rural universities (in other prefectures) showed
that rural students placed greater importance on working conditions than their urban
counterparts. Furthermore, the results of the path analysis and logistic regression analysis
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suggested that this increased emphasis on working conditions was associated with a greater
emphasis on good interpersonal relationships, which in turn was related to a stronger local
employment orientation. This linkage implies that students’ growing appreciation for
interpersonal relationships could promote local attachment—provided that they hold a
positive view of the human relationships available in their home regions.

At the same time, the path analysis indicated that changes toward valuing interper-
sonal relationships were not directly connected to shifts toward valuing opportunities for
achievement or self-worth, factors that are often associated with entrepreneurship and
higher productivity. Moreover, changes toward valuing self-worth were found to be more
pronounced among urban students than among rural students. In other words, during
the pandemic, rural students tended to seek stability (e.g., favorable working conditions),
whereas urban students tended to strengthen their orientation toward self-realization and
growth. When rural students’ emphasis on stability was accompanied by a heightened
appreciation for interpersonal warmth, it appeared to reinforce their attachment to their
home regions. However, the pandemic also seems to have widened the psychological
divide between urban and rural students, which could have long-term implications for
regional development.

The path analysis further demonstrated that changes toward valuing interpersonal
relationships could lead, via an increased emphasis on social recognition, to greater atten-
tion to achievement opportunities and self-worth. This finding suggests that fostering a
broader, more socially oriented perspective among rural students—while maintaining their
strong interpersonal ties—may help them remain in their local communities while also
contributing to regional economic and social vitality. Educational practices and community
engagement programs should therefore aim to integrate these dual perspectives: deep
local connectedness and a broad, prosocial outlook. Nevertheless, considering that this
study revealed correlations rather than causal relationships, the presumed effectiveness
of promoting students’ social recognition to bridge the urban–rural value gap remains a
hypothesis at this stage and requires further empirical validation in future research.

Previous research has shown that students who find employment in their home regions
after graduation tend to remain there long-term, and that locally retained graduates can
serve as catalysts for attracting new talent from outside the region. Thus, even if the
heightened local orientation observed during the pandemic proves temporary, its impact
on regional revitalization may be relatively enduring. Conversely, the potential deepening
of the divide in occupational values between urban and rural students—intensified by
the pandemic—could have continuing social consequences. Researchers should therefore
continue to monitor post-pandemic shifts in students’ occupational values, contributing to
discussions that may inform future disaster preparedness and labor policy.
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