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Disability Statistics in Japan — Analysis of Several Indicators and Historical Trend

HAYASHI Reiko

National Institute of Population and Social Security Research (IPSS)

Disability statistics are becoming increasingly important domestically and internationally
through the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). In Japan, official statistics on persons with disabilities have a long history since the Meiji
era, and the percentage of people with disabilities has risen over the years. Since the ratification of the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2014, the official disability statistics gained the
attention and enhanced through governmental policies such as the Fourth Basic Plan for Persons with
Disabilities and the Basic Plan for the Development of Official Statistics, which the Cabinet approved in
March 2018.

In order to include the disability question in the Fundamental Statistics, advocated by the
Parliamentary Caucus for Inclusive Employment, a research panel was set up by the Cabinet Office in
2019, and an internet survey was conducted. As a result, the Eurostat style activity limitation question
was introduced in the 2020 Survey on Time Use and Leisure Activities, and the Washington Group style
disability question was introduced in the 2021 Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions. The research
panel’s internet survey data became available publicly through the Social Science Japan Data Archive of
the University of Tokyo. The preliminary analysis of the data revealed that youth and women with
disabilities tend to work less than older men with disabilities.

The Eurostat activity limitation question (Global Activity Limitation Indicator: GALI) is widely
used to calculate healthy life years in many countries. In 2017, the GALI question was introduced in the
“The National Survey on Social Security and People’s Life” conducted by the National Institute of
Population and Social Security Research (IPSS). Using the data, the Japanese healthy life years at 65 was
calculated. It was longer than the EU average or France but shorter than Sweden, Iceland or Malta. This
result confirmed the existing research.

The 2020 and 2021 household surveys are not the first large scale governmental household
survey with disability questions. The Comprehensive Survey of Welfare Administration conducted
annually from 1953 to 1985 included disability questions in 1954, 1960, 1965, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1974,
1975 and 1979 to determine the sample for the subsequent surveys specialized in disability. The analysis
of available microdata of 1974 and 1979 revealed that the disability rate is higher in men than women
and increases with age. The male cohort born from 1910 to 1924 shows a higher disability rate due to
the impairment received during the Second World War, and also by the question specifically mentioning
the effect of war. 59.7% of persons with disabilities were in the workforce in 1974, 9 points less than
those without disabilities. This difference widened to 13 points in 1979 when the definition of disability
was expanded. The narrower definition of disability in 1974 might have left those in need without proper

employment support.
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