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1981 17.018
KA - U.S.Bureau of the Census. Projections of the Population of the United States, No.

381, 1967; No.704, 1977. Current Population Reports, Series P-25.
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An Age of “Institutional Natural Selection” in the Time of
Declining Population in Japan and the United States
A Comparative View

As the 1990’s are approaching, the coming of an age of “Institutional Natural Selection”
in which a number of higher education institutions could be closed or scaled-down mainly
because of the coming declining young population beginning from 1992, is being predicted
and discussed by those who are concerned with higher education in Japan. Although there
were substantially no universities closed out of 485 new universities established during the
past 37 years, 42 private junior colleges out of 647 junior colleges established since 1951
were actually closed.

In the United States, the“Institutional Natural Selection” phenomenon was more common
through its 350 year history of higher education. According to historical research, 412 out of
516 new colleges in 16 States were closed during the time of the Civil War. More recently,
during the decade of 1960s, 77 colleges were closed, while 153 colleges were shut down during
the decade of 1970s, mainly becasue of declining student enrollments and financial mis-
management. In the decade of the 1980s, characterized by a decline in the 18-21 age old
population, 200 or more colleges were predicted to close according to an official agency.
However, in actuality, by the mid-80’s, only about 30 colleges were closed, and the number
of enrollments were even increased in American higher education as a whole, mainly
because of the increase of adult students.

This suggests that although there are strong influences from demographic decline, it is not such
a crucial factor in determining the life and death of colleges and universities provided they
are vital and flexible enough to attract new clientele and new resources. The fact that three
thousand higher education institutions in the United States have survived as a whole during
the difficult 1980’s also suggests that institutions which responding to the social needs of the
age may not be bankrupted so easily.

In the 1990s, it is predicted that Japanese higher education will face not only a declining
population of young people but also several structural changes in Japanese society. One of
the most important changes may be taking place in the employment practices of Japanese
industry in which traditional seniority and life-long employment systems will be changing.

it = Tentaid <l

Another important factor may be the diversification of the student body and their attitudes

* Professor, R.I.H.E., Hiroshima University
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toward higher education. The internationalization of the student market may also increase
the competition among Japanese and non-Japanese institutions of higher education for
obtaining student clientele.

These changes are fundamentally new and different challenges for traditional Japanese
colleges and universities which have long enjoyed continued growth and expansion based on
the ever increasing student clienteles and employers’ needs to accept young college gradu-
ates based on the “screening” function of colleges rather than the “added value” function.
For the first time during its 40 years of history after WWII, the Japanese higher education
system is in a transition from a “seller’s market” to a “buyer’s market” situation, in which
students will be considered “courted customers” rather than merely “supplicants for admis-
sion” (David Riesman). In this coming age of difficulties, many institutions of higher educa-
tion must prepare themselves to learn a “management of decline” rather than traditional
administration in the age of expansion (Kenneth Boulding). They will have to develop new
curriculum and flexible and diversified teaching methods in order to strengthen the educa-
tional function (*added value”) rather than emphasizing the “screening” function (high
“selectiveness” of student applicants). Those institutions must also be attractive enough to
draw enough qualified students in competing with domestic as well as foreign institutions in

their student recruitment.

{
{

All these changes are expected to be taking place in Japan nearly at the same time from
the beginning of the 1990s. Thus, the decade ahead may be a time of both crisis and

opportunity for the future of Japanese higher education.






