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Abstract
Healthcare systems are undergoing profound transformations, driven by technological innovation, demographic shifts, and increasing societal complexity. As such, future healthcare professionals’ career development has become an increasingly important concern in higher education. Besides delivering high-quality clinical care, healthcare professionals are now expected to contribute to innovation, interdisciplinary collaboration, and system-level problem-solving. However, traditional medical and health professional education has largely focused on preparing students for linear career pathways centered on clinical practice. Such approaches may limit student awareness of diverse professional opportunities, and their ability to proactively respond to emerging societal and healthcare challenges. Entrepreneurship education (EE) has recently attracted growing attention as an educational approach which may strengthen students’ career adaptability, employability, and capacity to address complex social problems. Therefore, this study examines entrepreneurship education’s role in fostering career readiness and innovation-oriented competencies among medical and health science students in Japan.

It draws on large-scale survey data from the Tongali Project (N > 6,500), a multi-university entrepreneurship education initiative involving universities across Japan’s Tokai region. This project promotes entrepreneurial mindsets and interdisciplinary learning through educational programs, workshops, and experiential learning opportunities designed to cultivate problem-solving and innovation capabilities among university students. Focusing on students enrolled in medical and health-related programs, this study investigates how participation in entrepreneurship education influences the development of entrepreneurial competencies, including opportunity recognition, problem solving, leadership, initiative, and value creation. These competencies are conceptualized as transferable and innovation-oriented capabilities which may enhance student preparedness for complex and evolving career environments within the healthcare sector.

Quantitative analyses indicate that students who participate in entrepreneurship education demonstrate significantly higher entrepreneurial competencies than students without entrepreneurship education exposure. Moreover, the development of these competencies is positively associated with broader career readiness indicators, including increased openness to non-traditional healthcare career pathways and greater confidence in navigating uncertain professional environments. In particular, students exposed to entrepreneurship education show a stronger interest in emerging professional domains such as healthcare innovation, digital health, social entrepreneurship, community-based healthcare initiatives, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Thus, entrepreneurship education not only strengthens specific entrepreneurial competencies, but also expands students’ awareness of diverse career opportunities within the healthcare sector.

Moreover, entrepreneurship education can complement professional identity formation among healthcare students. Rather than weakening commitment to clinical practice, entrepreneurship education strengthens students’ sense of agency and responsibility for improving healthcare systems and addressing societal challenges. In the Japanese context, where healthcare systems face pressing issues such as rapid population aging, regional disparities in healthcare access, and increasing demands for healthcare delivery innovation, such competencies may be particularly valuable.

By positioning entrepreneurial competencies as an important component of career readiness in healthcare education, this study contributes to international discussions on career education, employability, and innovation in higher education. Moreover, the results highlight the potential of integrating entrepreneurship education into medical and health sciences curricula to prepare future healthcare professionals for complex and evolving career landscapes.

For educators and policymakers, this study suggests that entrepreneurship-informed career education can play a meaningful role in cultivating adaptive, opportunity-oriented healthcare professionals capable of contributing to healthcare innovation and societal well-being. Integrating such educational approaches into healthcare education may help support sustainable healthcare systems and expand career possibilities for future professionals.
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