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Abstract: This study examines the employment of people with disabilities in small- and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) in rural Japan. An online survey of 40 SME owners was conducted to assess 

their understanding, experiences, and challenges in employing people with disabilities. Results 

indicate that many SMEs lack awareness of employment systems, but those with prior contact 

experience demonstrate greater understanding. Key challenges include difficulties in job creation, 

workplace acceptance, and inadequate environments. To address these issues, it is essential to 

enhance information on job creation, share successful cases, and establish mentoring systems for 

knowledge exchange between SMEs. These findings provide insights for policy development and 

practical strategies to promote the employment of people with disabilities in SMEs. 

Keywords: employment of persons with disabilities; small- and medium-enterprises; vocational 

rehabilitation; local enterprises; Japan 

 

1. Introduction 

Working is extremely significant for persons with disabilities, who often encounter barriers [1]. 

Prior research has reported that, for such persons, working not only leads to the pursuit of a 

personalized lifestyle [2], but also contributes to identity formation and career development [3,4], as 

well as allowing them to recover from social relationships [5]. Additionally, supporting work 

challenges and allowing persons with disabilities to experience success can positively promote their 

self-efficacy and self-concept [6]. The work of persons with disabilities contributes to the maintenance 

of life and the development of a person's identity, which is necessary for life after social participation 

[7]. Those who help persons with disabilities work need to be strongly aware of the significance of 

their social participation. 

In supporting the social participation of persons with disabilities, which is of great significance, 

the promotion of their employment in a competitive environment has become one of the most 

important labor policies not only in Japan but also worldwide. Japan has adopted the quota system 

to allocate persons with disabilities, which is imposed on enterprises, based on the "Act on 

Employment Promotion etc. of Persons with Disabilities” in Japan. Based on the quota system, the 

legally mandated employment rate for persons with disabilities as of April 2024 was obligated to be 

2.5% for enterprises and 2.8% for national and local governments. Simply, enterprises with 40 or more 

employees must employ at least one person with disabilities. As the legally mandated rate for them 

was stipulated to rise, the employment rate will be 2.7% for enterprises and 3.0% for national and 

local governments in July 2026 [8]. Notably, the law stipulates not only employment quotas but also 
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the payment system, in which money is collected from enterprises with 100 or more employees that 

do not meet the legally mandated employment rate, to promote their employment. The paid money 

is used as subsidies for enterprises that have achieved the legally mandated employment rate. 

Additionally, vocational rehabilitation institutions have been established to provide employment 

support services for persons with disabilities, known as regional vocational centers for persons with 

disabilities or employment and living support centers for persons with disabilities. 

The actual employment rate, which reflects the actual employment status of persons with 

disabilities in Japanese enterprises, has been increasing annually. According to the statistical report 

by the MHLW [9], the actual employment rate of persons with disabilities increased by 0.08% from 

the previous year to 2.41% in June 2024. The actual employment rate remained at a record high in 

2024. Thus, the employment rate is getting much closer to the legally mandated figure stipulated by 

the law. This increase appears to be the result of a growing understanding of persons with disabilities 

in Japan. In reality, however, the percentage of enterprises that have achieved the legally mandated 

employment rate imposed on enterprises is 46.0%, meaning that 50% has not yet been achieved. This 

suggests that an increase in their employment in some enterprises may have affected the statistics of 

the rising employment rate. Further improvement in the quality of efforts toward the social 

participation of persons with disabilities will be necessary. 

The current status of employment of persons with disabilities in Japan indicates a noticeable 

disparity by company size. A statistical report by the MHLW [9] revealed that the employment rate 

in large enterprises with 1,000 or more employees was 2.64, with an achievement rate of 54.7%. 

Contrastingly, when the employment rate and the achievement rate of their employment were 

examined by company size, the employment and achievement rates were 2.48% and 44.3%, 

respectively, for enterprises with 500–1,000 employees (medium-sized enterprises); the 

corresponding figures were 2.29% and 41.1% for enterprises with 300–500 employees, 2.19% and 

49.1% for enterprises with 100–300 employees, and 1.96% and 44.3% for enterprises with 40–100 

employees (small-sized enterprises). These findings revealed that a large discrepancy exists in the 

employment and achievement rates between large- and small-sized enterprises. In Japan, SMEs 

account for 99.7% of all enterprises [10]. Considering the future promotion of social participation of 

persons with disabilities, promoting their employment is considered necessary in SMEs.  

Reasons for the difficulty in employing persons with disabilities in SMEs include the following: 

SMEs are more susceptible to economic circumstances than large enterprises; the working 

environment at subcontractors is likely to be even more severe; the smaller the company, the fewer 

options for work location and work; and financial and personnel resources are less available for 

employee education and training [11]. Previous studies have reported that the following issues are 

responsible for employment stagnation in enterprises: low job diversity, which makes it difficult for 

persons with disabilities to find jobs suitable for their ability and appropriate [12–16]; lack of both 

barrier-free accessibility and reasonable accommodations [17,18]; lack of understanding of persons 

with disabilities; and insufficient establishment of support systems within the workplace [19–22].  

In the context of the present situation in Japan, this study aimed to analyze the current status 

and issues of employment of persons with disabilities in Japanese SMEs from the business owners’ 

perspectives, and to obtain political and practical suggestions for promoting their employment. This 

is because most previous studies have focused on employment of persons with disabilities in large 

enterprises, with few having reported the actual situation in SMEs [11,23,24]. In particular, sufficient 

data have not yet been accumulated on the actual situation of employment of persons with disabilities 

in SMEs in rural areas and factors that hinder their employment. By focusing on SMEs in rural areas, 

this study will contribute to identifying differences from urban areas and issues specific to rural areas. 

Several cases in which persons with disabilities are successfully employed in enterprises have been 

reported [25,26]. However, there are only a few reports regarding specific barriers faced by 

enterprises that do not employ persons with disabilities [16,27]. 

This study focused on the employment situation of persons with disabilities in SMEs across rural 

areas of Japan—a subject not previously explored. In rural areas, there are more diverse barriers than 
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in urban areas, in addition to restricted social participation of persons with disabilities. Specifically, 

there are many problems related to employment, including a strong prejudice against persons with 

disabilities, the existence of various issues related to welfare not only for persons with disabilities but 

also for the aging population, and the employment gap and lower salaries compared to the national 

level. In particular, for the employment of persons with disabilities, such rural areas lack sufficient 

public services, as represented by public-common institutions, in addition to lacking enough social 

resources to support their employment, and difficulty in obtaining information on best practices for 

their employment, which are crucial in promoting the understanding of persons with disabilities. 

Thus, rural areas face various issues that may hinder the promotion of employment of persons with 

disabilities, as well as sufficient personnel resources for supporting their employment [28]. Therefore, 

focusing on SMEs in rural areas could contribute to understanding the reasons and opportunities for 

employment of persons with disabilities [20,29] in enterprises. This could lead to obtaining data 

needed for future promotion of employment of persons with disabilities in Japan.  

Although SMEs in rural areas have limited resources regarding the employment of persons with 

disabilities, they are vital in supporting the local economy in Japan. The purpose of this study was to 

identify unique issues for their employment in local SMEs and to propose local-specific employment 

promotion measures. The research questions for this study are as follows. 

RQ1: What awareness do business owners of Japanese local SMEs have of the employment of persons 

with disabilities? 

RQ2: What issues do they have in employing persons with disabilities? 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Participants 

We requested survey cooperation from business owners of member firms (380 firms in total) 

belonging to prefectural SME associations in rural areas of Japan. A follow-up was conducted by the 

organization's secretariat to encourage responses for a certain period of time after the request was 

made via email. Finally, valid responses were received from a total of 40 business owners. The survey 

sample included a diverse range of industries, including manufacturing, construction, and 

healthcare/welfare, reflecting regional characteristics. The sample size of this study was 40 SMEs, 

limiting its representativeness on a national scale. However, the data were significant as an initial 

indicator for employment trends among local SMEs, which may serve as a basis for future large-scale 

surveys. 

Notably, the present rural areas are located in the northeast region of Japan, which is well-known 

as declining and aging, while the minimum wage for employees is among the lowest in Japan. SMEs 

included in this study are located in rural areas with these characteristics. 

2.2. Procedure 

The survey period spanned December 10, 2024 to January 31, 2025. The survey was conducted 

using an online platform, and business owners of member firms affiliated with the SMEs' 

organization were asked to complete the survey via email from the organization's office. Individual 

participants accessed and completed the online survey form through the survey request email. 

2.3. Survey Items 

Basic Attributes 

The basic attributes were as follows: occupational classification (agriculture and forestry / fishing 

/ mining, quarrying, gravel extraction / construction / manufacturing / electricity, gas, heat supply, 

water supply / information and communication / transportation, postal service / wholesale and retail 

/ finance, insurance / real estate, goods rental / academic research, professional and technical services 
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/ accommodation, food services / lifestyle-related services, entertainment /education, learning 

support / medical care, welfare / multiple service business / service industry (not classified elsewhere) 

/ public service / one to be selected from unclassifiable items) / number of employees / number of 

employed persons with disabilities. SMEs were required to respond to these attributes.. 

Understanding of the Obligation to Employ Persons with Disabilities 

Respondents were asked to indicate, on a five-point scale (1=not familiar, 2=not well familiar, 

3=neutral, 4=somewhat familiar, and 5=familiar), their understanding of the system which obliges 

them to employ persons with disabilities in the "Act on Employment Promotion, etc. of Persons with 

Disabilities," which is the law governing employment of persons with disabilities in Japan. 

Contact Experience with Persons with Disabilities 

Respondents were asked to indicate whether or not they have any involvement with persons 

with disabilities ("0=no" and "1=yes"). 

Degree of Awareness of Issues of the Employment of Persons with Disabilities 

Issues to be addressed in the employment of persons with disabilities include "finding jobs 

suitable for persons with disabilities," "allocating persons with disabilities to jobs suitable for their 

ability," "promoting the understanding of persons with disabilities among colleagues in the 

workplace," "communicating with colleagues in the workplace," "improving the workplace 

environment for employment," “understanding of the ability of persons with disabilities at the time 

of employment,” "considerations for workplace retention after hiring," "skill development and career 

advancement of persons with disabilities," and "employment management after hiring persons with 

disabilities. Respondents were asked to answer, on a 5-point scale (1=no issue, 2=not much issue, 

3=undecided, 4=somewhat issue, and 5=issue), for the aforementioned nine items. 

2.4. Data Analysis 

Basic aggregation was performed for the basic attributes. To understand the obligation to 

employ persons with disabilities, an unpaired t-test was conducted between the groups with and 

without employment, and the differences in means were calculated. Similarly, an unpaired t-test was 

conducted between the groups with and without contact experiences with persons with disabilities 

to obtain the differences in means. 

A one-factor within-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) was undertaken to compare 

differences in means among the nine items for the awareness degree of employment of persons with 

disabilities. Additionally, an unpaired t-test was carried out to obtain differences in means between 

the groups with and without employment of persons with disabilities and between the groups with 

and without contact experiences with persons with disabilities. Finally, the two groups were divided 

into two subgroups—one with 1-2 points for the understanding of the obligation to employ persons 

with disabilities (the low-understanding group) and another with 3-5 points (the high-understanding 

group). Finally, an unpaired t-test was conducted to compare the low- and high-understanding 

groups to obtain differences in the means for the awareness degree. The significance level was set at 

0.05 or less. 

2.5. Ethical Considerations 

In conducting the survey, the protection of personal information was explained on the top page 

of the survey form, and consent was obtained by responding to the survey. In addition, approval was 

obtained from the Ethics Review Committee for Research Involving Human Subjects at the Tegata 

District of Akita University (No. 6-50, November 6, 2024). 
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3. Results 

3.1. Basic Attributes 

Table 1 shows the basic attributes of 40 SMEs which responded to the survey. 

Table 1. Basic Attributes of Enterprises. 

Industry type N % 

Manufacturing 10 25 

Construction 7 17.5 

Medical care, welfare 6 15 

Wholesale and retail 4 10 

Service industry (not classified elsewhere) 4 10 

Agriculture and forestry 2 5 

Lifestyle-related services and entertainment 2 5 

Academic research, professional and technical services 2 5 

Electricity, gas, heat supply, and water supply 1 2.5 

Telecommunications  1 2.5 

Education and learning support industry 1 2.5 

Total  40 100 

 average SD 

Number of employees  36.4 persons 37.3 

Number of Employees Number of enterprises % 

1-39 23 57.5 

40-99 11 27.5 

≥100 people 3 7.5 

Unknown  3 7.5 

Total  40 100.0 

 average SD 

Number of persons with disabilities employed 0.5 persons 1 

Number of persons with disabilities employed Number of enterprises  % 

No employment 23 69.7 

Employment available 10 30.3 

1.0 persons 4 12.1 

1.5 persons 1 3.0 

2.0 persons 2 6.1 

2.5 persons 1 3.0 

3.0 persons 1 3.0 

3.5 persons 0 0.0 

4.0 persons 1 3.0 

In Japan, it is a legal requirement that short-time employment of less than 20 hours per week be 

counted as 0.5  

SD: Standard deviation 

The industry sector with the highest number of responses was "manufacturing," followed by 

"construction," "medical care and welfare," "wholesale and retail trade," and the "service industry.” 

The average number of employees was 36.4, most of whom belonged to small enterprises with fewer 

than 40 employees. Half of the enterprises employed zero persons with disabilities or only one person 

with disabilities. 

A crosstabulation of the number of employed persons with disabilities for the number of 

employees was also conducted. In the "1-39 employees" category, which currently has no obligation 

to employ persons with disabilities, 17 enterprises stated that they have no employment, 

corresponding to 51.5% of the responding enterprises. Among enterprises with employment 
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obligation, six enterprises with 40–99 employees stated that they have no employment, while three 

stated that they have employed persons with disabilities. As regards enterprises with 100 or more 

employees, none have employed persons with disabilities, while three have employed them. 

3.2. Understanding of the Obligation to Employ Persons with Disabilities 

An unpaired t-test was conducted to examine differences in the understanding of legal obligation to 

employ persons with disabilities between the groups with and without employment. The mean 

scores of the understanding were 4.3 (SD, 0.82) and 3.1 (SD, 1.48) in the groups with and without 

employment, respectively. The results of the t-test showed t(38)=-3.34, p<.01, indicating that the group 

with employment had a significantly higher level of understanding of the obligation to employ 

persons with disabilities. 

3.3. Contact Experiences with Persons with Disabilities 

Regarding contact experiences with persons with disabilities, 17 of the 40 SMEs had their 

experiences (42.5%). An unpaired t-test was conducted to examine the differences in the 

understanding level of the obligation to employ persons with disabilities between the groups with 

and without contact experiences. 

The mean scores of the group with and without contact experiences were 4.1 (SD, 1.11) and 3.2 

(SD, 1.47), respectively. The result of the t-test showed t(38)=-2.32, p<.05, indicating that enterprises 

with contact experiences had a significantly higher level of understanding of their obligation to 

employ persons with disabilities. The results of the t-test showed t(38) = -2.32, p<.05. 

3.4. Degree of Awareness of Issues for Employment of Persons with Disabilities 

Table 2 shows the degree to which enterprises were aware of issues related to the employment 

of persons with disabilities. Scores of 3.7 or higher were obtained for all nine items, indicating that 

the responding enterprises were highly aware of the issues they face in these items. 

Table 2. Degree of awareness of issues for employment of persons with disabilities. 

Item mean value SD 

1 Finding jobs suitable for persons with disabilities. 4.2 1.14 

2 
Allocating persons with disabilities to jobs suitable 

for their ability  
4.2 1.10 

3 
Promoting the understanding of persons with 

disabilities among colleagues in the workplace 
3.7 1.33 

4 Communication with colleagues in the workplace 3.7 1.21 

5 
Improving the workplace environment for 

employment 
4.3 0.96 

6 
Ascertaining the ability of persons with disabilities 

at the time of employment  
4.1 0.99 

7 Considerations for workplace retention after hiring 4.1 1.01 

8 
Skill development and career advancement for 

persons with disabilities 
3.9 1.08 

9 
Post-employment management of persons with 

disabilities 
3.7 1.24 

SD: Standard deviation 

A one-factor within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the mean scores in awareness 

degree for nine items. The results showed a main effect of awareness degree with F(8,296)=3.35, p<.01. 

Multiple comparisons using the Bonferroni method revealed significant differences between "item 4: 

Communication with colleagues in the workplace" and "item 5: Improving the work environment for 
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employment" (p<.05), as well as between "item 7: Considerations for post-employment retention" and 

"item 9: Post-employment management of persons with disabilities" (p<.05). 

Unpaired t-tests were conducted to compare the awareness degree for issue items between the 

groups with and without employment of persons with disabilities and the groups with and without 

contact experiences with persons with disabilities. No significant differences were identified for any 

of the nine items. 

First, we classified the enterprises into two groups: a low-understanding group with 1–2 points 

for the obligation to employ persons with disabilities, and a high-understanding group with 3–5 

points. Subsequently, an unpaired t-test was conducted to examine the differences in awareness 

degree for issue items between the low- and high-understanding groups (Table 3). 

Table 3. Differences in awareness degree for issue items between the low- and high-understanding groups for 

the employment system. 

Item Understanding level  Mean value SD t-value p-value 

1 

Finding jobs suitable 

for persons with 

disabilities. 

Low 4.6 0.90 1.34 n.s. 

High  4.1 1.18   

2 

Allocating persons 

with disabilities into 

jobs suitable for their 

ability  

Low 4.9 0.29 3.83 ** 

High  4.0 1.19   

3 

Promoting the 

understanding of 

persons with 

disabilities among 

colleagues in the 

workplace 

Low 4.4 0.67 3.21 ** 

High  3.4 1.42   

4 

Communication with 

colleagues in the 

workplace 

Low 4.1 1.04 1.38 n.s. 

High  3.5 1.26   

5 

Improving the work 

environment for 

employment 

Low 4.5 0.90 1.11 n.s. 

High  4.1 1.05   

6 

Ascertaining the 

ability of persons with 

disabilities at the time 

of employment  

Low 4.0 1.10 -0.51 n.s. 

High  4.2 0.94   

7 

Considerations for 

workplace retention 

after hiring 

Low 4.3 0.75 0.52 n.s. 

High  4.1 1.09   

8 

Skill development 

and career 

advancement for 

persons  with 

disabilities 

Low 3.9 1.08 -0.13 n.s. 

High  4.0 1.07   

9 

Post-employment 

management of 

persons with 

disabilities 

Low 3.6 1.31 -0.31 n.s. 

High  3.7 1.21   

SD: Standard deviation 

n.s.: no significance, ** p<.01 
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Finally, the awareness degree for issue items was significantly higher in enterprises classified as 

having a low-understanding level (t(38)=3.83, p<.01) for "item 2: Allocating persons with disabilities 

in jobs suitable for their ability," and in enterprises classified as having a low-understanding level 

(t(38)=3.21, p<.01) for "item 3: Promoting the understanding of persons with disabilities among 

colleagues in the workplace. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Awareness of Employment of Persons with Disabilities in SMEs 

This study sought to determine awareness of employment of persons with disabilities among 

SMEs in rural areas of Japan. The number of SMEs surveyed was only 40, thereby posing an issue in 

generalizing the present findings. However, the actual employment of persons with disabilities in 

Japan is mostly limited to large enterprises, and SMEs are still lagging behind [30]. Therefore, it is 

necessary to accumulate as much information as possible on employment of persons with disabilities. 

Since the results of this study revealed one aspect of awareness of employment of persons with 

disabilities in SMEs in rural areas, the obtained data may be useful for future practices to promote 

employment of persons with disabilities. 

In this study, 69.7% of the surveyed SMEs did not employ persons with disabilities. Such a figure 

may reflect that many SMEs do not employ persons with disabilities. However, even a few 

enterprises with 1–39 employees, which are not obligated by Japanese law to employ persons with 

disabilities, did employ persons with disabilities. Almost all of the other enterprises employed them 

in a proportion exceeding the legally mandated percentage. Previous studies have pointed out that 

Japanese enterprises have an employment mindset that takes into account their activity and 

contribution as human resources, in addition to legal compliance [31]. This is also true for SMEs [14]. 

In this study, the understanding level of the obligation system to employ persons with disabilities 

was significantly higher in the group with employment (4.3 points) than in the group without 

employment (3.1 points). It should be noted that the data are based on responses from a limited 

number of SMEs; however, the need to employ persons with disabilities seems to be becoming more 

widespread even among SMEs in rural areas. 

4.2. Major Issues in Employing Persons with Disabilities in SMEs in Rural Areas 

The survey results confirmed three major issues in the employment of persons with disabilities 

in SMEs across rural areas, two of which are discussed below. 

First, SMEs have difficulties in job matching between the job provided by enterprises and the 

job accepted by persons with disabilities. As stated in previous studies, SMEs have less job diversity 

than large enterprises and have difficulty in finding jobs suitable for the ability and appropriateness 

of persons with disabilities [12–16]. The SMEs included in this study were aware of the following as 

issues: "finding jobs suitable for persons with disabilities" and "allocating persons with disabilities to 

jobs suitable for their ability." This may be explained by the fact that SMEs tend to require their 

employees to perform multifunctional tasks, making it difficult for them to hire employees who 

specialize in a single job [32]. SMEs in rural areas often do not have a high division of labor, and one 

employee is often responsible for multiple tasks. This makes it difficult to carve out jobs that match 

the characteristics of people with disabilities—a factor which hinders appropriate job matching. 

Low understanding of the system regarding the employment of persons with disabilities makes 

it particularly difficult to allocate persons with disabilities to jobs suitable for their ability. The 

following two measures are considered necessary for future SME support. First, disseminating 

support procedures for job creation is necessary. When considering the employment of persons with 

disabilities, support is generally provided to adapt the job or to create one job by consolidating 

various jobs for smooth work execution, since disability characteristics make it difficult to take on 

various jobs [33]. It is possible that many enterprises are not fully aware of such support. Second, the 

sharing of best practices is necessary among enterprises. Specifically, there is a need for business 
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owners to share information among themselves on how other enterprises are successful in employing 

persons with disabilities. The Japan Organization for Employment of the Elderly, Persons with 

Disabilities and Job Seekers (Japan's national vocational rehabilitation management agency) has 

already operated an online database called Reference Service for Disability Employment. 

Additionally, the organization also disseminates the information through various other materials 

[21]. However, it is difficult to say that this type of material reaches all enterprises. Particularly in 

rural areas, where there are few support organizations and it is difficult to obtain information on 

employment of persons with disabilities, it is important to share best practices on how to overcome 

the challenge of enterprises that hesitate to start employing persons with disabilities. 

Currently, when examining and listening to the actual situation of employment of persons with 

disabilities in Japan, it is often reported that, while some enterprises are positively aware of 

employment of persons with disabilities, the others often have high demands for job performance of 

persons with disabilities without sufficient understanding of them [34,35]. In response to these issues, 

support has been developed to help enterprises understand persons with disabilities and provide 

support to these enterprises [36]. Such support needs to be further enhanced in rural areas. Recent 

years have witnessed occasional efforts by local governments in rural areas to let enterprises 

understand persons with disabilities from the viewpoint of reasonable accommodation. However, 

such efforts may not reach the human resources staff of enterprises, and concrete support is needed 

to tackle this. 

The second issue is the need to provide opportunities to interact with persons with disabilities 

to understand their employment. The results of this study showed that the awareness degree for issue 

items "promoting the understanding of persons with disabilities among colleagues in the workplace" 

(mean point, 3.7) and "communicating with persons with disabilities" (mean point, 3.7) was lower 

than that for other items. Additionally, the understanding level for the employment of persons with 

disabilities was higher in the group with contact experiences with persons with disabilities than in 

the group without. This result may suggest that the measure against contact experiences with persons 

with disabilities is easy to tackle and may also function as a trigger to promote the employment of 

persons with disabilities. Previous studies have listed the following concerns in enterprises that do 

not employ persons with disabilities: "workplace adaptation of persons with disabilities," "convincing 

of able-bodied workers to work alongside persons with disabilities," and "work motivation and work 

attitude of persons with disabilities." The additional issue of the costs incurred by hiring persons with 

disabilities, especially in small-sized enterprises with fewer than 50 employees, is reported as a 

concern [16]. In response to this reality, it has been pointed out that few contact opportunities with 

persons with disabilities prevent enterprises from having a concrete image of employment of persons 

with disabilities [23], and contact experiences with persons with disabilities are important [37]. 

Additionally, employment of persons with disabilities also deepens understanding of them among 

the personnel in the workplace, thereby sustaining their employment, promoting mutual 

understanding between persons with disabilities and able-body workers, and increasing the quality 

of employment [18]. 

It has been reported that contact experiences [38] and learning opportunities from familiar 

themes [39] are effective in promoting the understanding of persons with disabilities. In the context 

of their employment, contact experiences through work experience of persons with disabilities and 

information that persons with disabilities are working in enterprises familiar to local people may be 

useful. Making these efforts is considered important. Previous studies have also suggested that 

contact experiences with persons with disabilities promote positive attitudes toward their 

employment [37]—a notion supported by the results of this study. Thus, an increase in contact 

opportunities through workplace training and internships may increase the willingness to employ 

persons with disabilities in SMEs in rural areas. 

Based on these issues, a possible policy required in rural areas is that enterprises which have 

successfully employed persons with disabilities can play a role as mentors for enterprises that want 

to hire persons with disabilities. For this purpose, a program is considered as a concrete example, in 
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which the information should be exchanged on a regular basis between enterprises that have 

employed persons with disabilities and those that are considering employing them. This may allow 

for transmission of enterprises’ know-how for job creation and compensation of their contact 

experiences with persons with disabilities. In particular, community collaboration in rural areas 

could be useful in the inclusion of persons with disabilities and contribute to the promotion of their 

employment [40]. For such a strategy to be feasible in the future, it would be a shortcut to build from 

the bottom up based on the practice of community collaboration, rather than from the top down in 

terms of policy. Such a challenge can also be expected to encourage community inclusion. 

4.3. Limitations of This Study 

This study was conducted among 40 SNEs in a rural area of Japan. The obtained results need to 

be carefully interpreted in terms of reliability and validity. The enterprises targeted in this study 

included not only those that employ persons with disabilities, but also those that do not. In this sense, 

although the sample was small, the cooperation was not necessarily limited to enterprises that 

emphasize social responsibility for the issues related to persons with disabilities. Despite the small 

sample, the present survey provides an important insight into awareness among SMEs in rural areas 

of Japan, offering a useful perspective for future policy measures regarding the employment of 

persons with disabilities. However, some questions remain, such as the bias of the industry types and 

whether enterprises’ awareness of the employment of persons with disabilities is truly representative. 

Future research should include a larger number of enterprises and detailed analysis should be 

conducted by industry type and enterprise size. 

Although this study focused on business owners’ perspectives, it is important to incorporate the 

perspectives of persons with disabilities themselves in the future to clarify the gap between the issues 

faced by both enterprises and workers. Furthermore, compared to Western countries, Japan's 

employment policies for persons with disabilities are more dependent on the autonomy of 

enterprises. Based on the findings of this work, it is necessary to conduct an international comparative 

study and aim to design more effective employment support policies for persons with disabilities. In 

the future, practical support measures should be developed based on more comprehensive data. 

5. Conclusions 

In this study, we investigated awareness of employment of persons with disabilities among 

SMEs in rural areas of Japan. Since these are only the results of a survey of SMEs in rural areas, we 

cannot assert that this is the awareness of the employment of persons with disabilities among 

Japanese enterprises. However, since rural areas are also a part of Japan, this study is highly 

significant in clarifying the actual situation in rural areas where social resources and enterprises are 

scarce. The results revealed the awareness held by SMEs that inhibits their promotion of employment 

of persons with disabilities. The awareness would be resolved by understanding various cases of 

enterprises’ employment of persons with disabilities and by increasing their contact experiences with 

them. Future policies will be required to convey familiar cases of this type of employment of persons 

with disabilities and to increase contact experiences with them based on mentoring relationships 

among regional enterprises. For future research, it is necessary to increase the number of enterprises 

and determine whether the results of this study are affected by factors such as regional location and 

SMEs. It may also be necessary to compare the present results with those of studies conducted in 

Europe and the U.S. to determine cultural factors that may affect awareness of the employment of 

persons with disabilities. In addition to the present survey targeting enterprises, future research may 

be required to investigate the employed persons with disabilities and colleagues who directly support 

them, as well as increasing qualitative data, especially on the significance of employment of persons 

with disabilities. This would shed further light on persons with disabilities in terms of their 

interaction with the environment. These issues will be the subjects of future research. 
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