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Abstract. Working-age Japanese with disabilities (ages 15–64) experience substantially lower employment rates compared to
non-disabled Japanese, indicating a need for policy and programs that promote disability employment opportunities in competitive
settings. Historically, the vocational rehabilitation (VR) service system in Japan has involved two government administrations –
the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Health and Welfare – that, despite the merger in 2001, continue to focus on competitive
and facility-based(sheltered) employment, respectively. In this paper, the authors provide an overview of the enabling legislation,
key policies and measures, and personnel resources of the VR service system under labour. A cornerstone policy and practice
issue is the engagement of a mandatory disability employment quota for public-sector and private-sector employers administered
by public employment security offices (PESO), and public employment and rehabilitation services delivered through a network
of PESO offices, local and regional vocational centers, vocational training centers and employment support centers for persons
with disabilities. The authors conclude with a discussion of current issues and trends in rehabilitation in Japan and implications
for future cross-national comparative research. The information presented in this paper is based on a literature review and key
informant interviews conducted between May 2012 and June 2012.

Keywords: Disability, competitive employment, employment quota, public vocational rehabilitation, public employment service,
Japan

1. Introduction

Over the past decade many countries, including
Japan, have recognized the importance of employ-
ment for people with disabilities and, more broadly,
the need to create more inclusive societies [3]. To this
end, numerous legislations, policies, and measures have
been implemented nationally and internationally. These
measures are intended to safeguard and promote the
realization of disability employment rights, including
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the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabil-
ities (CRPD). Adopted by the United Nations General
Assembly in 2006, Article 27 of the CRPD states that
people with disabilities have “the right to work, on
an equal basis with others; this includes the right to
the opportunity to gain a living by work freely chosen
or accepted in a labour market and work environment
that is open, inclusive and accessible to persons with
disabilities” [36]. Japan is one of 153 countries that
have signed the convention [42] and is preparing for
ratification in 2013.

According to data by the Ministry of Health, Labour
and Welfare, there are approximately 7.44 million peo-
ple with disabilities in Japan [14], out of a population
of approximately 128 million [28]. Article 2 of the1970
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Basic Law for Persons with Disabilities (Law No. 84),
as amended, defines persons with disabilities as “indi-
viduals whose daily life or social life is substantially
and continuously limited due to physical, intellectual
or mental disability” [2]. Of the 84 million working-
age Japanese (ages 15–64) [28], approximately 2.05
million have a disability, including 1.34 million with
physical disabilities, 355,000 with intellectual dis-
abilities, and 351,000 with mental disabilities [22].
Physical disabilities include permanent visual, hearing,
and speech impairments, orthopedic impairments, and
impairments of the heart, kidney, lungs, immune sys-
tem, and other functions [20]. Intellectual disabilities
are defined as “[having] manifested during the devel-
opmental period (birth to 18 years of age) and [result in]
functional deficits in skills for daily life which require
supportive services” [5]. Mental disabilities include
schizophrenia, psychotic disorders due to psychoac-
tive substance use, intellectual disability, personality
disorders, and/or other mental disorders [19].

Similar to the United States, working-age people
with disabilities in Japan experience substantially lower
employment rates [22] compared to people without dis-
abilities [29]. 40.3 percent of people with disabilities
were employed in either regular work settings or non-
regular work settings in 2006 [22]. Regular employment
is defined as working more than 20 hours per week
with a contract that is not time-limited; non-regular
employment means working less than 20 hours per
week under a fixed-time contract [22]. Non-regular
employment includes business ownership, employment
in a family business, employment as a company execu-
tive, part-time and daily employment, and employment
in vocational aid centers and small workshops for
people with disabilities. The last two types of non-
regular employment are considered “welfare-oriented,”
facility-based employment [18].

As is the case in many countries, employment rates
vary by type of disability, employment setting, and
sector (see Table 1). People with physical disabilities
are more likely to be competitively employed, fol-
lowed by people with mental disabilities and those with
intellectual disabilities [22]. Conversely, facility-based
employment is more likely for those with intellectual
disabilities compared to people with mental disabilities
and those with physical disabilities. People with disabil-
ities in general, and those with physical disabilities in
particular, are more likely to be employed in the private
than in the public sector [18].

Japan recognizes, as do many other countries, that
there is a role for government in maintaining and

improving the employment rate of its citizens with
disabilities. Government measures include a manda-
tory disability employment quota for public-sector and
private-sector employers, and public employment and
vocational rehabilitation (VR) services. The need for
these types of services will be even greater consider-
ing Japan’s rapidly aging population. Japan has made
considerable advances in medicine and public health
that combine to promote longer life expectancy. There
is continued engagement in the labour market beyond
the retirement age of 60, whether for financial, social,
or emotional reasons [28]. Increasingly, the Japanese
government recognizes the impact of aging and health
changes on disability and implications for employment
[39]. In 2003, partly in response to these demo-
graphic changes, the Japanese government consolidated
the administration of public employment services for
seniors with similar services for people with disabili-
ties under the Japan Organization for Employment of
the Elderly, Persons with Disabilities and Jobseekers
(JEED) with the goal to provide more integrated service
delivery [13].

Historically, the VR service system in Japan has
involved two government administrations: the Ministry
of Labour, primarily focused on competitive employ-
ment, and the Ministry of Health and Welfare, mainly
concerned with facility-based (sheltered) employment
[43]. The two ministries were merged into the Ministry
of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) in 2001 [12].
Within the ministry, and despite the merger, competitive
employment continues to be the responsibility of labour
(Employment Security Bureau), whereas facility-based
employment is that of welfare (Social Welfare and War
Victims’ Relief Bureau). It should be noted that, in
contrast to the United States, the term “welfare” has a
much more positive meaning in Japan, where it refers to
the promotion of the well-being or welfare of Japanese
citizens including those with disabilities [24].

In this paper, we provide an overview of the enabling
legislation, key policies and measures, and personnel
resources of the VR service system under labour. A
cornerstone policy and practice issue is the engage-
ment of a mandatory disability employment quota for
public-sector and private-sector employers adminis-
tered by public employment security offices (PESO,
also called “Hello Work”), and public employment and
rehabilitation service delivery. These services are deliv-
ered through a network of 437 Hello Work offices, 47
Local Vocational Centers for Persons with Disabilities,
two Large Region Vocational Rehabilitation Centers
for Persons with Disabilities, 19 Vocational Ability
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Table 1
Number of working-age people with disabilities employed by type of employment setting and type of disability, and employment rates by type

of disability, 2006 Data (Unit: 1,000 people)

Total people People with People with People with
with disabilities physical disabilities intellectual disabilities mental disabilities

a. Total people with disabilities of working
age (15–64)

2,050 1,344 355 351

b. Total employed 826 578 187 61
b1. Regular employmenta 335 280 35 20
b2. Non-regular employmentb 458 272 150 36

b2.1. Facility-based employmentc 163 38 111 14
b2.2. Other types of employmentd 295 234 39 22

Non-respondents 33 26 2 5
c. Employment rate ( = b/a×100) 40.3% 43.0% 52.7% 17.3%
d. Ratio of people in competitive (regular)

employment ( = b1/b×100)
40.6% 48.4% 18.7% 32.5%

e. Ratio of people in facility-based
employment ( = b2.1/b×100)

20.8% 6.6% 59.4% 37.7%

a Regular employment means working more than 20 hours per week with a contract that is not time-limited.b Non-regular employment means
working less than 20 hours per week with a contract that is time-limited. cFacility-based or “welfare-oriented” employment in vocational aid
centers and small workshops for people with disabilities [18]. dOther types of non-regular employment include business ownership, employment
in a family business, employment as a company executive, and part-time and daily employment. Note. The category “regular employment” is used
as a proxy for competitive employment. Source: [22].

Development Centers for Persons with Disabilities, 20
private providers of vocational training for people with
disabilities, and 272 Employment and Life Support
Centers for the Elderly and Persons with Disabilities, in
addition to the National Institute of Vocational Reha-
bilitation (NIVR) and other rehabilitation and related
programs and providers [14, 27]. Each of these is briefly
described in Table 2.

The final paragraphs offer the reader a sense of
current issues and trends in rehabilitation in Japan
and implications for future cross-national comparative
research. The information presented in this paper is
based on a review of current English and Japanese
language literature, research, and data, as well as key
informant interviews with government agency staff,
rehabilitation practitioners, researchers, and disability
advocates that we conducted in-person between May
2012 and June 2012.The first two authors took primary
responsibility for data collection, review, and interpre-
tation. The second author, in his capacity as a researcher
at NIVR, facilitated contacts and arranged key infor-
mant interviews.

2. Legislation, policies, and measures for
promoting disability employment

2.1. Disability employment legislation and policies

The Constitution of Japan proclaims that all peo-
ple, including those with disabilities, are equal and

have a right to maintain a minimum standard of life
(Article 25) [41]. They also have a right and obligation
to work (Article 27) [41]. There are several legislative
approaches to guaranteeing the right to work for people
with disabilities, the two main approaches being dis-
ability anti-discrimination legislation and employment
quota legislation [10]. In the United States, Title I of the
1990 Americans with Disabilities Act, as amended, pro-
hibits discrimination against people with disabilities in
employment [1]. In contrast, Japan uses a quota-levy
system that requires public-sector and private-sector
employers to fill a certain percentage of their positions
with people with disabilities. Private-sector employers
who fail to meet the quota must pay a penalty or “levy.”

The issue of disability discrimination has received
attention in Japan, and there have been previous
attempts to incorporate such a perspective into the
Japanese legal system [10, 12, 31]. Prohibition of dis-
crimination based on disability was first introduced in
the 1949 Law for the Welfare of Persons with Physical
Disabilities, though this was removed in 1967. It was
only in 2004 when disability discrimination was pro-
hibited again in the revised Basic Law for Persons with
Disabilities [30]. However, there are no enforcement
mechanisms attached to this law’s anti-discrimination
clause. Therefore, Japan’s disability community is
advocating for an independent and more comprehen-
sive disability anti-discrimination legislation. There are
currently efforts to draft such legislation by 2013 in
preparation for Japan’s ratification of the CRPD [3, 31].
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The 1960 Physically Disabled Persons Employment
Promotion Law (renamed Disabled Persons Employ-
ment Promotion Law in 1987, hereafter referred to as
the “Employment Promotion Law”) provides a frame-
work for Japan’s disability employment policy, as it
established a quota-levy system and a VR service sys-
tem [6]. It was the first Japanese law to focus on
issues of disability, employment, and vocational reha-
bilitation. Initially, the law only applied to people with
physical disabilities, but several amendments extended
coverage to people with intellectual disabilities and
those with mental disabilities. The law defines persons
with disabilities as “those who, because of physical,
intellectual or mental disabilities, are subject to con-
siderable restriction in their vocational life, or who
have great difficulty in leading a vocational life, over a
long period of time” (Article 2) [6]. The law’s inten-
tion is for “workers who are disabled [to be] given
the opportunity to utilize their abilities in vocational
life as workers who are members of the economy and
society” (Article 2) [6]. It should be noted that there
are other laws in Japan that also relate to disability
employment and vocational rehabilitation, including
the 1966 Employment Countermeasures Law [7],the
1969 Human Resources Development Promotion Law
[11], and the 1974 Employment Insurance Law [8].

2.2. Employment promotion measures

2.2.1. Quota-levy system
The quota-levy system plays a key role in Japanese

disability employment policy. It is the main govern-
ment measure for increasing competitive employment
for people with disabilities. The system is based on the
premise that “all employers are persons with a public
duty to provide appropriate places of work, based on the
principle of social solidarity, and shall actively endeav-
our to hire the physically or intellectually disabled”
(Article 37) [6]. Initially, the quota was not mandatory.
However, because of lack of compliance, particularly
by larger companies, it was made mandatory in 1976
(it then only covered people with physical disabilities)
[9, 35]. At that time, Japan also introduced a levy sys-
tem and other related measures (double counting of
people with severe physical disabilities when calcu-
lating employers’ disability employment rate; public
disclosure of employer names failing to meet the quota;
and employer requirement to notify the government
when firing employees with disabilities) [9]. The quota
system is administered by Hello Work, whereas the
levy and grant system is administered by the Japan

Organization for Employment of the Elderly, Persons
with Disabilities and Jobseekers (JEED)—a quasigov-
ernmental agency under MHLW.

Although the Employment Promotion Law covers
people with physical, intellectual, and mental disabil-
ities, the quota only applies to people with certified
physical disabilities and, since 1997, to people with
intellectual disabilities as well [9]. People with mental
disabilities are not targeted for mandatory employ-
ment, but can be included in the calculation of the
actual employment rate if they are already working for
the employer [9, 14]. Under the quota system, part-
time workers with mental disabilities are counted as
half a person. This compares with full-time workers
with physical or intellectual disabilities and part-time
workers with severe physical or intellectual disabilities,
who are counted as one person. Full-time workers with
severe physical or intellectual disabilities are counted
as two people.

The quota requires private employers with 56 or
more employees and public employers with 48 or more
employees to fill a certain percentage of their posi-
tions with people with disabilities: 1.8 percent for
private-sector employers and 2.1 percent for public-
sector employers [26]. Public-sector employers include
national, prefectural, and municipal/local government,
as well as independent administrative organizations
(such as JEED). The quota for boards of education of
prefectures and designated cities is 2.0 percent [26].
Starting in April 2013, the quota for private-sector
employers will be 2.0 percent [26].

Private-sector employers, but not public-sector
employers, who fail to meet the quota must pay a levy.
Private employers with 200 or more employees who fail
to meet the quota pay, for example, 50,000 yen (USD
628) monthly for each person not employed [14]. Levy
money is invested in employer grants to support dis-
ability employment [14]. Grants fund, for example, the
provision of workplace facilities and equipment, skills
training for workers with disabilities, workplace atten-
dants and job coaches, and travel expenses. Levy money
is also used to fund allowances and rewards for employ-
ers who hire above the quota. Every year, employers
must report their disability employment rate to Hello
Work; employers who fail to meet the quota must sub-
mit a three-year plan for how to achieve the stipulated
quota [14].

There is some evidence that the quota-levy system
has helped to create employment opportunities for peo-
ple with disabilities. Ministry of Health, Labour and
Welfare data show an increase in the overall disability
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employment rate among private-sector employers, from
1.46 percent in 2004 to 1.68 percent in 2010 [26]. How-
ever, the rate has not reached the 1.8 percent stipulated
by the Employment Promotion Law, with less than half
(47.0 percent) of private-sector employers meeting the
quota [14, 26]. Translated into employment placements,
the number of people with disabilities employed in the
private sector through the quota increased from 258,000
in 2004 to 343,000 in 2010, with most having physi-
cal disabilities (86.0 percent in 2004 and 79.3 percent
in 2010) [14, 26].These official numbers do not mean
actual numbers of employed people with disabilities,
since double counting of people with severe disabil-
ities inflates the numbers. For example, in 2006, the
actual employment rate, without double counting, was
1.1 percent, while the official rate reflecting the double
counting was 1.5 percent [34]. From 1993 to 2006, the
actual employment rate, not reflecting the double count-
ing, remained almost constant at about 1.1 percent.

Despite these numbers, little is known about how
workers with disabilities identified by employers for
the quota system fare in terms of working conditions
(types of jobs, working hours, wages, opportunities for
career development and advancement, other employer
benefits) – an issue that urgently needs addressing [18].
Under the current quota system, employers are not
required to report this information to Hello Work. Quota
employment does not always equal individual inte-
grated employment. Under the quota system, very large
employers have the option to establish special “barrier-
free” subsidiaries, where people with disabilities work
in group settings and count toward the parent company’s
disability employment quota [14]. The Japanese gov-
ernment promotes this option, stipulating that, in order
to establish such a subsidiary, at least 20 percent of
the employees must have a disability and 30 percent or
more of that group must have a severe disability [14].
Grants are available for employers to establish such sub-
sidiaries; the grant amount correlates with the number
of people with disabilities working for the employer
in the subsidiary. As of 2009, there were 265 such
subsidiaries, employing a total of 13,306 people with
disabilities [9].

2.2.2. Vocational rehabilitation
Public employment security offices, or Hello Work,

form an integral part of Japan’s VR service system.
The Employment Promotion Law charges Hello Work
with increasing employment opportunities for people
with disabilities (Articles 9–18). This is to be achieved
in two ways: firstly, by administering the disability

employment quota and providing related advice, guid-
ance, and supports to employers, and secondly, by
providing employment and rehabilitation services to
people with disabilities. This happens primarily through
a network of 47 Local Vocational Centers and other
providers of rehabilitation and related services listed in
Table 2.

3. The vocational rehabilitation service system
under labour

3.1. Historical development

At the core of today’s VR service system in Japan is
a network of 47 Local Vocational Centers, two Large
Region Vocational Rehabilitation Centers, and the
National Institute of Vocational Rehabilitation (NIVR)
[44]. Prior to 1960, public employment security offices
(PESO) provided employment and related services to
people with mostly non-severe disabilities; serving peo-
ple with more severe disabilities and more intense
support needs was a challenge for the PESO. This,
among other things, provided the impetus for the1960
Physically Disabled Persons Employment Promotion
Law that stipulated the establishment of “Vocational
Centers for Persons with Physical Disabilities” (Arti-
cle 19). The Employment Promotion Corporation (the
predecessor of JEED), a quasigovernmental agency
responsible for implementing the measures stipulated
by the Employment Promotion Law, established the first
Local Vocational Center in Tokyo in 1972 [44]. Over
the next 10 years, centers were set up nationwide, with
the last center being opened in Okinawa in 1982.

The period between 1980 and 1990 was a forma-
tive period for Japan’s VR service system, as it laid
the groundwork for rehabilitation service delivery, cen-
ter operations, and staff training [44]. Employment
Promotion Corporation staff reviewed rehabilitation
approaches, methods, and techniques used in the United
Kingdom, the United States, and Australia. As a result
of the review along with additional research, staff
introduced the work sample method for vocational eval-
uation of people with disabilities in 1981. In 1986, the
corporation introduced a new center operations guide,
replacing the old operations manual. This guide pro-
vided the basis for a unified and standardized approach
to operating the centers across Japan. A “Collection of
Vocational Counseling Cases” [37, 38] and other VR
manuals were also published during that period. In addi-
tion, a professional journal called Kibō (“Hope”) was
created to provide technical information and resources
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Table 2
Overview of providers of vocational rehabilitation and related services

Type of provider Number of Administered by Services for people Services for
offices/centers with disabilities employers
& location

Public employment 437 offices Prefectural Labour • Vocational guidance • Processing of employers’
security offices: nationwide Bureaus (one per prefecture) • Employment information annual reports on total number
Hello Worka,b under the Ministry of • Referral by a disability point of workers and workers

Health, Labour and person to vocational with disabilities for
Welfare (MHLW) rehabilitation and other determining whether

service providers employers meet the
• Work preparation mandatory disability

(incl. 3 months trial employment quota
employment, and • Advice, guidance,
3–12 months consultation, and support
work experience for (mostly in the form of
people with mental subsidies and grants) related
disabilities) and to disability employment
vocational training • Special guidance

• Assistance with job for meeting the quota
search and placement

• Work adaptation
• Post-employment

advice, guidance and support
• Specialist support

for people with disabilities
working at home

Local Vocational 47 centers (as National Institute of • Vocational assessment • Advice, guidance, and
Centers for of January 2011) – Vocational Rehabilitation and evaluation consultation related to
Persons with one center in each (NIVR), part of the • Counseling and guidance employment of people
Disabilitiesb prefecture; 5 centers Japan Organization for • Employment planning with disabilities

(Hokkaido, Tokyo, Employment of the Elderly, • Work preparation (incl. • Job-coach support
Aichi, Osaka, Persons with Disabilities and work experience, social • Specialist employment support for
and Fukuoka) Jobseekers (JEED), a skills training) workers with mental disabilities
have branch offices quasigovernmental • Referral to private (re-work program)
(one branch each) agency under MHLW providers for on-the-job

training and to Hello Work
for job placement

• Job-coach support
• Post-employment follow up
• Specialist employment support

for workers with mental
disabilities (re-work
program) and for people
with developmental disabilities

Large Region 2 centers (as of Same as above • Vocational assessment • Customized short-term
Vocational January 2011), and evaluation vocational training
Rehabilitation one in Saitama • Counseling and guidance for workers with
Centers for prefecture and • Vocational training in disabilities upon
Persons with another in Okayama various fields; courses employer request
Disabilitiesb prefecture are usually one year long;

some courses specifically
target people with
intellectual disabilities

Vocational 19 centers 2 of the • Vocational training NA
Ability (as of April national centers in various fields;
Development 2010) incl. are operated courses are
Centers for 6 prefectural by JEED; the usually one
Persons with centers and 13 remaining 17 year long; some
Disabilitiesb national centers centers are courses

operated by specifically target
prefectures people with

intellectual disabilities
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Table 2
(Continued)

Type of provider Number of Administered by Services for people Services for
offices/centers with disabilities employers
& location

Private providers 20 providers Private providers • Same as above NA
of vocational (as of April • All except one of
training for people 2010) nationwide the 20 providers focus
with disabilitiesb on people with a

particular type of
disability (physical,
intellectual,
mental, visual)

Employment and 272 centers Non-profit • Work-related • Processing employer
Life Support (as of January 2011) organizations supports (such as applications for
Centers for the nationwide job-search assistance, adjustment allowances,
Elderly and Persons workplace adaptation) rewards, and grants
with Disabilitiesb • Support with under the levy system

daily life and life • Training and
planning (health/ awareness-raising
disability management, activities related
transportation, to disability
money management, employment
using health and
welfare services,
and leisure activities)

National Institute One institute JEED • Disability • Disability
of Vocational headquartered employment and employment and
Rehabilitation in Chiba related information, related information,
(NIVR)b research, and resources research, and resources

• Education and
training of job
coaches stationed
at employer sites

Note. A prefecture is the equivalent of a state in the United States. There are a total of 47 prefectures in Japan. Sources: [14, 27].

to counselors; the journal was later renamed Vocational
Rehabilitation Network [37].

The Employment Promotion Corporation also cre-
ated a framework for new and continuing counselor
education and training [44]. Starting in 1980, training
content, format, and duration were changed for newly
appointed directors, chief counselors (with more than
15 years of experience), and counselors. For exam-
ple, starting in 1986, newly hired counselors received
practical training for nine months in addition to the
three-month theoretical training at NIVR headquarters.
In 1979, the corporation started offering continuing
training for counselors with five years of work expe-
rience. Starting in 1982, counselors with more than
10 years of work experience could apply to be sent
on a two-week trip overseas to learn about best prac-
tices in VR; counselors shared the collected information
with their peers upon their return. An effort to integrate
training and research as well as adoption of best prac-
tices was facilitated by the initiation in 1978 of annual
research meetings held by NIVR, providing a shared

platform for rehabilitation practitioners, researchers,
other service providers and employers.

Several amendments to the Employment Promo-
tion Law extended coverage to people with intellectual
disabilities and those with mental disabilities. Specif-
ically, the 1987 amendment stipulated that the Local
Vocational Centers administered by various entities be
officially called “Vocational Centers for Persons with
Disabilities” and administered in an integrated fashion
by then Japan Association for Employment of Persons
with Disabilities (JAED) (Article 19) [6], the succes-
sor of the Employment Promotion Corporation. This
amendment further stipulated that counselors at these
centers be called “Vocational Counselors for Persons
with Disabilities,” and that only individuals who passed
the training approved by the then Minister of Labour
could hold this title (Article 24) [6]. Other changes
included the centralization of the Vocational Ability
Development Centers for Persons with Disabilities into
the VR system, opening up five local branches of Local
Vocational Centers and establishing NIVR [44].



176 H. Boeltzig-Brown et al. / The vocational rehabilitation service system in Japan

The period from 1991–2012 saw more systems
growth, but also saw a shift in emphasis from voca-
tional evaluation to vocational skills development [44].
During this period, the adoption of simulated work
assessment gave way to the use of more onsite assess-
ments as part of a move toward supported employment
and the use of job coaching strategies in these cen-
ters. Other programs and strategies developed in the
past decade include a return-to-work program for peo-
ple with mental illness and an employment supports
program for people with developmental disabilities.
Finally, with the Services and Supports for Persons with
Disabilities Law of 2005, the trend from welfare to work
started getting stronger [40]. Since then, the number of
employment support providers (such as welfare agen-
cies and medical facilities) has been increasing [44].
In response to growing concerns about local capacity
and staff skills in implementing these new strategies,
Local Vocational Centers have been providing advice
and technical assistance to these organizations.

3.2. Institutional structure and funding

3.2.1. Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare
(MHLW)

MHLW has overall responsibility for policymak-
ing and programming related to disability employment
and vocational rehabilitation. As mentioned before,
labour and welfare used to be separate ministries,
focusing on competitive and facility-based employ-
ment respectively [43], and were merged in 2001 [12].
Some contend, however, that within MHLW, labour
and welfare continue to function separately – the for-
mer dealing with competitive employment and the latter
with facility-based employment. This has been a bar-
rier to developing more integrated employment policies
and programs for people with disabilities.

As illustrated in Fig. 1, there are several bureaus,
affiliated institutions, and other entities within MHLW.
The Employment Security Bureau is responsible for
employment, training, and re-employment services;
unemployment insurance and other work-related ben-
efits; and employer subsidies and grants [25]. These
services are provided through a national network of
437 Hello Work offices that are overseen by Prefec-
tural Labour Bureaus [27]. Hello Work offices also
liaise with employers who once a year must report the
disability employment rate to their local Hello Work
office. Within the Employment Security Bureau, the
Department of Employment Measures for the Elderly
and Persons with Disabilities focuses on employment

and training services for seniors and people with
disabilities; the employment quota and vocational reha-
bilitation; and other measures for the promotion of
elderly and disability employment. Employment and
rehabilitation services for people with disabilities are
provided through a network of 47 Local Vocational
Centers and two Large Region Vocational Rehabili-
tation Centers. These centers are administered by the
National Institute of Vocational Rehabilitation (NIVR),
which is part of the Japan Organization for Employment
of the Elderly, Persons with Disabilities and Jobseekers
(JEED), the successor of JAED. JEED also administers
the levy and grant system under the quota.

The Social Welfare and War Victims’ Relief Bureau,
another entity within MHLW, is responsible for general
public assistance and relief pension benefits for families
of war victims, training of welfare and related personnel
(such as social workers and care workers), and measures
to promote community welfare [25]. Within the bureau,
the Department for Health and Welfare for Persons with
Disabilities is concerned with temporary and permanent
disability benefits; healthcare and welfare services for
people with disabilities; and medical and rehabilitation
facilities, including “welfare-oriented” facility-based
employment settings.

MHLW’s total budget for FY 2011 (financed by
taxes) was approximately 29 trillion yen (USD 364 bil-
lion), accounting for more than half (53.6 percent) of the
government’s total budget [25]. Of those 29 trillion yen,
approximately 22 billion yen (USD 276 million) – less
than one percent – were allocated to disability employ-
ment promotion [23].

3.2.2. Japan Organization for Employment of the
Elderly, Persons with Disabilities and
Jobseekers (JEED)

Established in 1977, then called the Association of
Employment of Physically Disabled Persons (AEPD),
JEED is a quasigovernmental agency under MHLW.
JEED is primarily responsible for employment and
rehabilitation service delivery for people with disabil-
ities and the elderly, as well as vocational training
for the general population and for people with dis-
abilities specifically [13]. With respect to disability,
JEED administers the National Institute of Voca-
tional Rehabilitation (NIVR), which includes 47 Local
Vocational Centers and two Large Region Vocational
Rehabilitation Centers [13]. In addition, JEED collects
levies from employers who do not meet the disability
employment quota, and administers grants that sup-
port employers who employ people with disabilities.
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Fig. 1. Partial Organizational Chart of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare. Sources: [14, 27].

JEED has several departments and offices – some of
which are located within NIVR. These departments
deal with: general affairs, accounting, planning, sys-
tem management, levies, disability grants, employment
development and promotion, vocational rehabilitation,
research and planning, employment promotion and
research, elderly grants, jobseeker support and training,
public vocational training, and housing transfers.

JEED’s total budget for FY 2010 was approximately
57 billion yen (USD 715 million), of which 88 per-
cent (50 billion yen, or USD 628 million) was allocated
to programs, 10 percent to personnel, and two per-
cent to administration [15]. About half of the program
funding (49 percent) was allocated to disability employ-
ment and related expenses, followed by subsidies for
elderly employment (35 percent), Local Vocational
Center operations (9 percent), and employment coun-
seling for elderly jobseekers (6 percent); less than one
percent was allocated to operations of the two Large
Region Vocational Rehabilitation Centers.

3.2.3. National Institute of Vocational
Rehabilitation (NIVR)

Established in 1991, NIVR consists of a vocational
rehabilitation department, a research and planning
department and a vocational rehabilitation center.
NIVR’s vocational rehabilitation department is respon-
sible for administering 47 Local Vocational Centers and
two Large Region Vocational Rehabilitation Centers,
as well as educating and training staff in these cen-
ters and other professionals (including job coaches and
employment staff working for organizations such as
Employment and Life Support Centers, Support Cen-
ters for Persons with Developmental Disabilities, and
medical rehabilitation facilities) [13]. NIVR’s research
and planning department is responsible for conduct-
ing rehabilitation research; disseminating information
about disability employment to individuals with dis-
abilities and their organizations, employers, service
providers and rehabilitation researchers; developing
new rehabilitation models and techniques and testing
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them at NIVR’s vocational rehabilitation center; and
providing guidance and technical assistance on rehabil-
itation in conjunction with local and regional vocational
centers to other organizations. The research and plan-
ning department is comprised of three groups, each
with a different research focus (support for people with
disabilities, support for employers, and social support)
[40]. In autumn 2011, several departments from other
organizations (such as JEED) were transferred to NIVR.
These departments deal with: levies, disability grants,
employment development and promotion, employment
promotion and research, and elderly grants.

3.3. Personnel resources and staff training

3.3.1. Staff situation and capacity
JEED administers NIVR, which includes 47 Local

Vocational Centers and two Large Region Vocational
Rehabilitation Centers and is responsible for staffing
those organizations. This includes staff recruitment,
new staff orientation and training, staff rotation, and
continuing training and professional development for
existing staff. JEED makes all human resource deci-
sions. As of April 2012, JEED employed a total of 360
staff across the 47 Local Vocational Centers, including
directors, chief counselors (with 15 years of experience
or more), counselors, and counselor assistants. JEED
employed an additional 78 staff at the two Large Region
Vocational Rehabilitation Centers.

3.3.2. Counselor recruitment and preparation
As mentioned before, NIVR’s vocational rehabilita-

tion department is responsible for counselor education
and training. NIVR is the only agency in Japan that
trains vocational counselors and that has a training
program accredited by MHLW. Article 24 of the
Employment Promotion Law assigns the responsibil-
ity for counselor education and training to NIVR/JEED
[6]. Graduates from NIVR’s counselor-training pro-
gram are officially called “Vocational Counselors for
Persons with Disabilities” [6]. This title is specific to
NIVR/JEED. Vocational counselors in Japan share the
same job responsibilities as their counterparts in the
United States [43]. Some argue that counselors are
expected to focus more on service coordination than
direct service provision. This is due to the limited num-
ber of Local Vocational Centers relative to the number
of Hello Work offices, Employment and Life Support
Centers, and welfare and similar facilities, all of which
provide some rehabilitation and related services. The
focus on service coordination also comes from the gov-

ernment’s increasing emphasis on assisting individuals’
transition from welfare to competitive employment [3].

In the United States, rehabilitation counseling is an
academic subject taught at colleges. However, this is not
the case in Japan, where counselor preparation empha-
sizes practical training, rather than academic study. In
order to enroll in NIVR’s counselor-training program,
individuals have to become JEED employees, be 33
years old or younger, and have a bachelor’s or master’s
degree [16].

There are three steps to JEED’s counselor recruit-
ment process. Step 1 consists of a general knowledge
test or “employment exam,” an essay on a particular
topic, and a group interview. Those who successfully
pass Step 1 then move on to Step 2, which consists of
a knowledge test in a particular area (such as social
work, psychology, pedagogy, or sociology) depending
on the individual’s educational background, a group
interview, and an individual interview with the leader-
ship of JEED’s vocational training department. Those
who pass Step 2 are invited to a final individual inter-
view (Step 3) with JEED executives.

Individuals who successfully complete Step 3
become JEED employees. They enroll in the counselor-
training program and are paid a monthly salary, which
as of 2011 was about 174,700 yen (USD 2,192)
for the duration of the one-year training [16]. The
counselor-training program is fairly small, enrolling
approximately 25 individuals every year [16]. On aver-
age, individuals are 25 years old when they enroll in
the program. One-third have undergraduate degrees,
another third have master’s degrees, and another third
have both master’s degrees and some relevant working
experience.

NIVR’s counselor-training program is one year long.
It consists of a one-month lecture series at NIVR head-
quarters, followed by a nine-month practical training
at one of the 47 Local Vocational Centers and a two-
month lecture series at NIVR headquarters. Part of the
practical training is to conduct a small study on a par-
ticular topic that trainees determine together with their
supervisor. Trainees are expected to draft a short pro-
posal outlining their study, data-collection methods,
and expected results, and to submit this information
to NIVR’s vocational rehabilitation department. A spe-
cial committee consisting of several NIVR department
directors reviews each trainee’s record (attendance,
evaluation of their practical training, study report, and
presentation) and determines whether to graduate him
or her. Graduates are assigned to one of the 47 Local
Vocational Centers to work as counselors.
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3.3.3. Counselor in-service training and staff
rotation

In addition to new counselor training, NIVR’s
vocational rehabilitation department also provides
continuing training and professional development to
existing counseling staff in the 47 Local Vocational
Centers and two Large Region Vocational Rehabili-
tation Centers. This includes: a one-week follow up
training for counselor who have been in the field for
one year; a two-week training for counselors with three
and five years of field experience; and a one-week
leadership training for counselors with nine years of
experience of working in the field. All of these train-
ings are mandatory and are provided in person at NIVR
headquarters.

JEED counselors hold a status similar to that of a
civil servant. As such, they are expected to participate
in staff rotation. Staff rotation is central to Japanese
public administration and service, where it is used as a
precautionary measure against bribery and corruption.
All JEED counseling staff, regardless of their position,
are periodically assigned to a different Local Vocational
Center (typically every 3–4 years). Views on the staff-
rotation system vary. Some argue that, in addition to
preventing bribery and corruption, the system provides
opportunities for counselors to work in different com-
munities, which adds to their experience, knowledge,
and skill base. The system also provides a mechanism
to standardize vocational rehabilitation service deliv-
ery across Local Vocational Centers. Others wonder
if staff rotation interferes with counselors’ efforts to
build trusting and long-standing relationships with local
providers and employers for the benefit of job seekers
with disabilities. In general, counselors may have to live
separately from their families if the Local Vocational
Center to which they have been newly assigned is too
far for daily commuting. Participating in staff rotation is
a counselor job requirement and key to being promoted.

3.4. Local Vocational Centers for Persons with
Disabilities

3.4.1. Services for people with disabilities
There is one Local Vocational Center in each pre-

fecture, in addition to two Large Region Vocational
Rehabilitation Centers. Administered by NIVR, these
Local Vocational Centers function as “core institutions
for vocational rehabilitation in each region,” working
closely with Hello Work and other service providers
[13]. As described in Table 2, the centers provide a
range of rehabilitation and related services. People with

disabilities who want to work might self-refer to a
Local Vocational Center, or might be referred by a
family member, relative, or agency like Hello Work or
another service provider. After the referral, the person
is assigned a counselor who assesses and evaluates his
or her vocational ability and develops with the person
an individualized rehabilitation plan. The plan is then
implemented by the counselor in conjunction with other
professionals and service providers. The Japanese voca-
tional rehabilitation process is similar to the one used
in the United States [43]. A person’s employment plan
might include vocational training through Vocational
Ability Development Centers for Persons with Disabil-
ities, or similar training offered by private providers or
mainstream Vocational Ability Development Centers.
Once a person has completed the rehabilitation pro-
cess and is job ready, the counselor will refer him or
her to Hello Work for job placement, unless the person
continues to need more intense support.

The Local Vocational Centers also provide more
specialized consultation and support for workers with
mental health issues and their employers, also called
“re-work support” (support for returning to work) [13].
Re-work support for individuals might include dis-
ability and stress management, work preparation and
adjustment, and job simulation; re-work support for
employers might include employment management and
accommodations, supervisor and co-worker education,
and periodic follow-up services. Re-work counselors
work with these individuals, their employers, and their
physicians to reach consensus on the process of and
goals for returning to work. Re-work counselors are
local professionals with background in mental health
and related fields. They attend a one-week training at
NIVR headquarters, followed by practical training pro-
vided by the centers.

Recently, more emphasis is being placed on the
employment needs of people with developmental dis-
abilities. This includes people with autism, Asperger’s
syndrome and other pervasive developmental disorders,
learning disorders, and attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) [21]. A special employment support
program for people with this type of disability was
developed by NIVR in 2005. The program includes
problem-solving skills training, job-skills training,
relaxation training, and simulated work experience.

According to NIVR data, the number of people with
disabilities who use Local Vocational Centers increased
between FY 2006 and FY 2011 from 26,189 to 30,857,
with the majority of customers having intellectual dis-
abilities [17]. Table 3 provides a summary of the data.
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Table 3
Number of people served by Local Vocational Centers for People

with Disabilities by type of disability, FY 2006 and FY 2011

Type of disability FY 2006 FY 2011

Total served 26,189 30,857
People with physical disabilities 2,730 1,932
People with intellectual disabilities 14,143 11,840
People with mental disabilities 5,620 10,278
People with other disabilities 3,696 6,807

People with developmental disabilities No data 4,472

Source: [17].

About 38 percent of users in FY 2011 were people with
intellectual disabilities, decreasing from about 54 per-
cent of users in FY 2006. People with mental disabilities
are a growing population served, nearly doubling in rep-
resentation over the last five years. People with physical
disabilities represent about six percent of those served
in FY 2011.

3.4.2. Services for employers and other
organizations and agencies

Local Vocational Centers provide services for peo-
ple with disabilities who want to work and services
for employers [13]. As described in Table 2, employer
services mostly take the form of advice, guidance, con-
sultation, and support (such as job coach support and
specialist employment support for workers with men-
tal disabilities and their employers). NIVR collects
best-practice case studies of disability employment
and makes this information available to employers
and other organizations through an online database
(http://www.ref.jeed.or.jp) [33]. Users can search this
database by type of industry and establishment, size of
business (number of staff), type of disability, and type
of information.

Local Vocational Centers also provide advice, staff
training, and technical assistance related to disabil-
ity employment to other organizations and service
providers (such as Employment and Life Support Cen-
ters) [13]. The centers provide practical training for
counselor assistants, as well as re-work counselors and
job coaches. They also offer “Basic Employment Sup-
port Courses” to staff at welfare agencies and medical
facilities responsible for providing employment support
to people with disabilities.

4. Current issues and trends in rehabilitation in
Japan

The effects of the ongoing disability policy reform on
Japan’s ratification of the Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) remains to be seen.
In 2009, Japan’s Cabinet Office established a Commit-
tee for Disability Policy Reform (hereafter referred to
as the Committee) to provide input and guidance on
reforms of legislation, policies, and measures targeted
at people with disabilities [3]. More than half of the
Committee members (14 out of 24) are people with
disabilities, their family members and representatives
[3]. Based on Committee recommendations, the Cabi-
net Office decision was made in 2010. At that time, the
Cabinet Office asked for a) a revision of the definition of
persons with disabilities, focusing on working difficul-
ties; b) a review of the double counting approach under
the quota system; c) a review of “welfare-oriented”
facility-based employment, including the application
of labor laws and wage standards; d) the expansion of
national and local government purchasing of services
and goods from facilities that employ people with dis-
abilities; e) the prohibition of discrimination based on
disability and provision of reasonable accommodations
at work places; and f) the implementation of necessary
supports in commuting and communication, as well as
job coaches [4].

The same Cabinet Office decision calls for the enact-
ment of an independent new legislation to prohibit
discrimination based on disability. Even if this becomes
law and lack of reasonable accommodations is defined
as a form of discrimination, it is not clear how much
impact this will have on employers. In addition to
the possible enactment of an independent general dis-
ability anti-discrimination legislation, the revision of
the Employment Promotion Law to prohibit disabil-
ity discrimination and mandate provision of reasonable
accommodations in employment settings may prove
more effective.

5. Conclusion and implications for future
cross-national comparative research

Central government policy tools may include pas-
sage of disability anti-discrimination legislation with
sufficient power to improve employment outcomes,
quota-levy systems that are enforced, adequate fund-
ing of public employment and vocational rehabilitation
services and supports, and economic and social incen-
tives for people with disabilities to seek employment.
Disability advocates and others in Japan are pursuing a
disability anti-discrimination legislation that is break-
ing new ground. How this effort rolls out and what
effect it has upon employers, the quota-levy system, and
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changing cultural views about work status of people
with disabilities will be interesting to follow. Quota-
levy systems would not have much political success
in the United States, but how employers exceeding the
quota use returned grant dollars would do much to stim-
ulate demand-side initiatives.

In Japan, as in the United States, people with
intellectual disabilities and those with mental health
disabilities have the lowest employment outcomes and
have become the most prevalent populations served by
vocational rehabilitation systems. The re-work effort
in Japan appears to combine both clinical therapies
and vocational services by investing in mental health
counselors’ knowledge of employment services. This
is worthy of investigating cross-nationally to determine
the techniques used to combine clinical and vocational
services and the outcomes of such strategies.

Japan, like the United States, is facing signifi-
cant shifts in demographics of its working population,
putting significant pressure on public systems to part-
ner across aging, healthcare, vocational, and clinical
services. Much knowledge could be gained by joint
endeavors to tailor demand-side and supply-side strate-
gies to support older workers acquiring disabilities.
People with intellectual disabilities have very poor
employment outcomes in both Japan and the United
States. Both nations’ economies are becoming more
reliant on technology, interpersonal skills, and adapt-
ability. To what extent can public employment systems
support the community of workers with intellectual
disabilities so that they are not relegated to low-
wage shift work? More needs to be done to facilitate
countries’ sharing of information, research, and best
practices.
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pointo (Promotion of employment of persons with dis-
abilities: Main point of FY 2011 budgetary requests for
disability employment measures). Tokyo, Japan. Retrieved
from: http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/shingi/2r98520000017h1f-
att/2r98520000017hhv.pdf

[24] Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare [MHLW]. (2010).
Annual health, labour and welfare report 2009 – 2010. Tokyo,
Japan. Retrieved from: http://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/wp/wp
-hw4/index.html

[25] Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare [MHLW]. (2011).
For people, for life, for the future. (Pamphlet). Tokyo, Japan.
Retrieved from: http://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/org/pamphlet
/dl/pamphlet-about mhlw.pdf#page=27

[26] Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare [MHLW]. (2012). Dai
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