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Inclusive labour-oriented social farming involving
people with disabilities
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People with disabilities (PwDs) still face numerous barriers in accessing desirable and

meaningful work opportunities. ‘Social farming’ is the use of agricultural resources to support

disadvantaged populations and has been gaining attention as a means of creating inclusive

communities. While the literature addresses the benefits of social farming in care and

educational settings, labour-oriented social farming, which is centred more on work provision

and vocational training, remains largely overlooked. By examining two labour-oriented social

farms in Japan for people with severe disabilities, this study aimed to identify strategies for

creating an inclusive work environment involving PwDs. Participant observations and semi-

structured interviews with 14 farm staff members were conducted, followed by a thematic

analysis of key staff attitudes and practices. Overall, staff from the case study farms reported

positive experiences involving PwDs in various agricultural work environments, including

vineyards, vegetable fields, poultry farms, and bottling/packing houses. Procedural and

interpersonal practices were implemented to strengthen teamwork and foster professional-

ism among PwDs. The staff viewed work as a means of fostering a sense of belonging and

pride among PwDs. To ensure the long-term participation of PwDs, the staff diversified their

tasks and work sites to accommodate job readjustment. Our findings highlight that Japanese

labour-oriented social farming integrates manual labour not only to enhance the quality and

value of agricultural products but also to implement a vocational, strengths-based framework

that accommodates a wide range of disabilities, including severe ones.
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Introduction

Work is considered essential for both individual survival
and social empowerment (Sacchi, 2024). As today’s
labour force has become increasingly heterogeneous,

workplace inclusion, characterised by an employee’s ability to
contribute fully and meaningfully to work units or organisations
(Mor-Barak and Cherin, 1998), is a key agenda for organisations
across sectors (Shore et al., 2018). Among various social groups,
people with disabilities (PwDs) still face numerous barriers at
work, and the ‘disability’ label often prevents individuals from
being properly evaluated for their capacities, depriving them of
opportunities to receive professional training and build relation-
ships (Moody et al., 2017; Brzykcy and Boehm, 2022). In
response, many organisations have introduced initiatives to
promote the inclusion of PwDs in employment (Lindsay et al.,
2018). When successfully implemented, such initiatives not only
enhance job satisfaction among PwDs but can also foster orga-
nisational innovation by leveraging diverse skills and talents and
creating a non-discriminative workplace culture (Santuzzi et al.,
2022).

This study aims to explore how inclusive work environments can
be created for PwDs, particularly in the agricultural sector. The
intersection between PwDs and agriculture has been widely
explored in the context of ‘social farming’ (Di Iacovo and
O’Connor, 2009; Jarábková et al., 2022), and extensive research on
social farming has documented its benefits for PwDs, particularly
in terms of care and education (Hine et al., 2008; Iancu et al., 2015;
Kaley et al., 2019; Veen et al., 2023). For example, while exploring
the experiences of PwDs, including those with intellectual dis-
abilities, mental disorders, and substance misuse issues, Leck et al.
(2015) found that routine activities for nurturing crops and live-
stock contributed to their recovery and well-being. Similarly,
Rotheram et al. (2017) interviewed farm participants with intel-
lectual disabilities in the UK, finding that the farm space served as a
‘space of wellbeing’ where they can engage in meaningful tasks.

A more recent development within this field is labour-oriented
social farming. In their comprehensive overview of diverse social
farming practices across Europe, Di Iacovo and O’Connor (2009)
described this alternative type as aiming to provide employment
or vocational training for people/groups marginalised in the
labour market, where disadvantaged individuals may work as
volunteers, trainees or employed workers. Italy has been a pioneer
in developing social farming, beginning in the 1980s and 1990s,
and later enacted legislation in 2015 to support labour-oriented
practices (Giarè et al., 2018). A pilot study in Italy by Torquati
et al. (2019b) found that specific farm tasks—namely, olive grove
cultivation and housekeeping at agritourism farms—significantly
improved the work performance of adults with autism spectrum
disorders (ASD), as measured by interaction with staff, effective
information use, work behaviours, and job aptitude. Furthermore,
using interviews conducted at labour-oriented social farms in
Italy, Giarè et al. (2018) found that staff’s positive interaction with
PwDs during work was an important component of promoting
workplace inclusion. These findings imply that, with adequate
interpersonal and physical support, labour-oriented social farm-
ing has the potential to nurture PwDs’ professional skills and self-
confidence. However, research on this type of social farming
remains limited, particularly regarding how such farms create
work environments that leverage the strengths of PwDs.

To extend the interdisciplinary and international knowledge of
this field, the present study focuses on Japan, where labour-
oriented social farming is gaining momentum through govern-
ment policy support. Specifically, we examined initiatives that
integrate individuals with severe disabilities, with particular
attention to practitioners’ attitudes and approaches to fostering
workplace inclusion.

Noufuku Renkei: Japan’s integrated approach to agriculture
and work inclusion
According to the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare
(MHLW, 2025), among approximately 11.6 million PwDs in
Japan, around 4.9 million are aged between 18 and 64, repre-
senting roughly 42% of the total in 2024. Employment measures
for PwDs are governed by two distinct systems: the employment
quota system and vocational rehabilitation programmes (MHLW,
2012). While the quota system legally requires companies with
over 40 employees to hire PwDs, vocational rehabilitation pro-
grammes—known as Continuous Employment Support (CES)—
provide a pathway for individuals with limited work capacity.
These programmes are categorised into Type A and Type B CES
(see Appendix A). Type B CES is designed for individuals with
more severe disabilities and, instead of formal employment
contracts, provides performance-based stipends with more flex-
ible work schedules. Under current welfare policies, PwDs’ living
costs are primarily covered by disability pensions or cash benefits,
while stipends serve as supplementary income (MHLW, 2021).

Concurrently, Japan’s agricultural sector faces severe labour
shortages caused by population ageing and rural depopulation
(Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries [MAFF], 2023).
Against this backdrop, the concept of Noufuku renkei (‘the col-
laboration between agriculture and welfare’) emerged in the mid-
2010s as a government initiative to address both the need for
inclusive employment opportunities for PwDs and the revitali-
sation of farming communities (Guirong and Oba, 2023). This
model integrates PwDs into agricultural work environments,
enabling meaningful labour participation while supporting local
agricultural sustainability.

In 2017, the MAFF (2025a; 2025c) introduced numerous grant
programmes aimed at helping Noufuku renkei-related practi-
tioners build disability-friendly facilities and promoting specialist
training. Two years later, a cross-ministerial Noufuku renkei
Promotion Council was established, followed by the publication
of the Vision for Promoting Noufuku Renkei (MAFF, 2019), which
outlined the goal to create 3000 new social farming entities over
the next five years. This policy framework paved the way for a
series of implementation manuals containing safety protocols and
managerial guidance for practitioners seeking to employ PwDs
(Ministry of Justice et al., 2025).

As of March 2023, the MAFF had identified 6343 entities
engaged in Noufuku renkei activities across Japan—an increase of
2226 (from 4117) in 2019 (MAFF, 2024, see Supplementary Table
S2, Appendix A). These figures are derived from government
survey data, in which entities are categorised according to the
primary institutional framework of the operating organisation.

The largest group consisted of agricultural enterprises—
including private farms and agribusinesses—with a total of 3000
entities (47% of the total). Although these organisations are
institutionally registered as agricultural businesses, their Noufuku
renkei practices vary and may involve either the direct employ-
ment of PwDs under general employment contracts or colla-
boration with disability welfare organisations through the
outsourcing of agricultural tasks.

In addition, the MAFF survey identified 2651 Type B Con-
tinuous Employment Support (CES) facilities, accounting for 42%
of all Noufuku renkei entities. While these facilities are institu-
tionally positioned within the disability welfare system, many
have increasingly placed agricultural production at the centre of
their activities. It should be noted that, within each institutional
category, there is considerable variation in the extent to which
agricultural production constitutes a central focus of organisa-
tional practice. The growing prominence of agriculture-centred
activities among Type B CES facilities indicates an increasing
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inclusion of individuals with severe disabilities in agricultural
work, as well as a growing body of practical knowledge regarding
how workplace inclusion is achieved in such contexts.

Comparative perspectives on social farming: the Japanese
labour-oriented model
Social farming models differ markedly in their conceptualisation
of disability and approaches to inclusion. Here, we compare three
major types: (1) the European care-oriented, (2) the Italian
labour-oriented, and (3) the Japanese labour-oriented models,
focusing on their underlying disability frameworks, employment
arrangements for PwDs, and inclusion of individuals with severe
disabilities.

The European care-oriented model emerged as a nature-based
therapeutic intervention aimed at addressing health inequalities
and social isolation among vulnerable populations, including
PwDs (Hine et al., 2008; Hassink et al., 2014). These initiatives are
primarily funded by healthcare institutions, and PwDs participate
mainly as care recipients, reflecting a rehabilitative or charity-
based disability framework (Retief and Letšosa, 2018; Murray
et al., 2019). In contrast, the Italian labour-oriented model
developed amid civic movements advocating for constitutional
rights and labour inclusion (Giarè et al., 2018). It adopts a human
rights-based approach, framing PwDs as rights-holders entitled to
autonomy and equality (Degener, 2016; Borgi et al., 2020).
Implemented through Type B social cooperatives, the model
mandates the employment of marginalised individuals, including
PwDs, who receive wages equivalent to those of non-disabled
workers (Di Iacovo and O’Connor, 2009; Dell’Olio et al., 2017;
Moruzzo et al., 2020).

Japan’s labour-oriented model similarly draws on human rights
principles but is shaped by a productivist welfare orientation
linking disability inclusion to agricultural labour demands
(Lindqvist and Lamichhane, 2019; MAFF, 2024). Among the
current Noufuku renkei practices, PwDs may be hired directly or
participate via Type B CES facilities, where they receive
performance-based stipends rather than formal wages
(Nakamoto, 2019; Yoshida, 2019; MHLW, 2021). While some
initiatives exceed national wage averages, regional disparities and
critiques of low stipend levels persist (Maebara et al., 2020;
Guirong and Oba, 2023; MAFF, 2025b). A defining feature of
Japan’s labour-oriented model is its explicit inclusion of indivi-
duals with severe disabilities, particularly those with intellectual
impairments (Table 1). The MAFF actively promotes subsidies to
support such initiatives, and several programmes have success-
fully accessed these resources (Suzuki and Nakagawa, 2004;
MAFF, 2019). In contrast, European and Italian literature rarely
distinguishes levels of disability severity, with limited exceptions
(Granerud and Eriksson, 2014; Galardi et al., 2022). This gap
underscores Japan’s potential to contribute valuable insights into

inclusive, work-oriented agricultural practices accommodating
people with severe disabilities.

Materials and methods
To identify key staff attitudes and on-site practices that support
PwD inclusion in farm production, we examined two labour-
oriented social farming initiatives in Japan. Data were collected
via participant observation and semi-structured interviews with
farm staff who worked daily with PwDs. Thematic analysis was
conducted to identify recurring patterns and distinctive features
of staff attitudes and practices across the two cases.

Case selection. Among the various types of Noufuku renkei
initiatives in Japan (see Supplementary Table S2, Appendix A),
two models engage people with more severe disabilities in agri-
cultural work:

● Agricultural enterprises that continuously commission
agricultural production to specific welfare facilities with
people with severe disabilities; and

● Type B CES facilities that engage in agricultural production
involving such individuals.

We selected two representative cases from each category—both
located in the Greater Tokyo Area, where its regional council has
actively promoted agricultural employment for PwDs since the
early 2010s, alongside growing citizen demand for urban
agricultural activities (Kanto Regional Agricultural Administra-
tion Office, 2024). The selected farms, hereafter referred to as
Farm A and Farm B, are recognised as exemplary models within
the historical development of Noufuku renkei. Farm A, as an
example of the first model, has been operating for over 60 years
and is a pioneering case that contributed to the early formation of
Japan’s agricultural–welfare collaboration framework. Farm B,
corresponding to the second model, represents an early-
generation example of the current Noufuku renkei movement,
integrating community gardening services for residents in
addition to community-supported agriculture. Both case farms
share the following characteristics:

1. operation for more than 10 years;
2. production of agricultural products available in the regular

market;
3. joint engagement of farm staff and PwDs in on-site

agricultural production; and
4. explicit inclusion of PwDs in the farms’ mission statements.

Farm A. Farm A was initiated in 1958 in the foothills of Ashikaga
City, Tochigi Prefecture, by a group of junior high school teachers
and children from special-needs schools with severe intellectual
disabilities and ASD. In addition to grape cultivation and shiitake

Table 1 Key characteristics of the European care-oriented, the Italian labour-oriented, and the Japanese labour-oriented models
of social farming.

Model Disability model in relation to
PwDs

Employment status of PwDs Severity of disability among
participants

European care-
oriented

Rehabilitative, charity-based Not employed; care recipients only Not specified

Italian labour-oriented Human rights-based Employed mostly by social co-ops, with formal
contracts and wages

Not specified

Japanese labour-
oriented

Human rights-based Varies by provider; includes formal contracts
and stipend-based work

Active participation of people with
severe disabilities

Note: PwDs: people with disabilities.
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mushroom production, this grassroots group built a support
facility for people with intellectual disabilities in 1969. In 1980, a
limited-liability company was founded in partnership with a
support facility to expand its winemaking business. The company
began receiving vineyard consultation and training in 1991,
which led it to incorporate natural fermentation to improve wine
quality. The company’s products have competed internationally
since 2000, and they have received several awards.

Farm A’s agricultural enterprise is engaged in grape and
shiitake production and other winemaking-related tasks, includ-
ing bottling and packaging, with these tasks outsourced to an
affiliated support facility. In addition to carrying out the
commissioned agricultural and packaging work, the support
facility provides a range of on-site livelihood and productive
activities for PwDs, including forest management, cleaning,
laundry, crafting, and recycling. Farm A is operated by five
executives, 20 full-time staff members, and 23 part-time staff. As
of 2021, the affiliated support facility served 147 users,
predominantly people with severe intellectual disabilities and
ASD, with an average age of over 50 years. Among them,
approximately 40 engaged in shiitake mushroom production, 20
in grape production and winery-related tasks, 20 in crafting, six in
grass cutting, four in packaging and mailing, 20 in cleaning and
laundry, and 37 in non-work activities due to advanced age or
work capacity.

At Farm A, PwDs were referred to by the unique term ensei,
which combines en (a place of learning; in this case, a welfare
facility) and sei (student or member). The term does not imply
childhood or dependency but instead conveys a sense of learning
and belonging—similar to ‘apprentice’ or ‘learner’. Regardless of
the activity type and quantity, all PwDs received equal annual
payments averaging 50,000–60,000 yen (approximately 330 to
400 USD).

Farm B. Farm B, located in Tsukuba City, Ibaraki Prefecture, is
operated by a non-profit organisation founded under the concept
of Noufuku renkei in 2010. It functions as a Type B CES facility
managing three farm sites and three group homes for PwDs. The
organisation was founded by city council members and its current
representative director, who recognised the limited employment
opportunities for PwDs after graduation from local special-needs
schools. Farm B’s philosophy emphasises that employing PwDs in
farming contributes to the sustainability of the local agricultural
sector by fostering young farmers and utilising abandoned
farmlands.

Although institutionally registered as a Type B CES facility,
Farm B has developed agriculture as its core productive activity.
Farm B operates an organic vegetable field, rice field, and poultry

farm at three farm sites. In its second year, it received professional
training from an organic farm enterprise, enabling it to start
organic production and stabilise sales. The non-profit organisa-
tion is operated by seven executives, 31 full-time staff members,
33 part-time staff members, and five volunteers. In 2021, over 100
participants enroled in CES engaged in a wide range of
agricultural production tasks as part of vocational training,
receiving a performance-based stipend in return. Compared to
Farm A, Farm B involved participants with a broader spectrum of
disabilities, including physical, intellectual, and mental disorders,
and a wider age range (20s–80 s). Some also came from
backgrounds involving family-related challenges.

Farm B used the term ‘farm staff’ to refer to PwDs, reflecting a
conscious effort to move away from the more passive label of
‘service user’ commonly used in Type B CES facilities (Fig. 1).
Weekday workers received approximately 25,000 yen (approxi-
mately 170 USD) per month, while those working three mornings
per week received around 12,000 yen (approximately 80 USD).
The weekday worker wage exceeded the 2021 national average for
Type B CES facilities (16,507 yen, approximately 110 USD)
(MHLW, 2022).

Data collection. Direct support staff members who worked clo-
sely with participants on a daily basis were selected as inter-
viewees. Participant observations and semi-structured interviews
with the staff of the two case farms were conducted in November
2020 and September, October, and November 2021. At each farm,
participant recruitment was coordinated through the marketing
manager at Farm A (A3) and the representative director at Farm
B (B1), who were themselves key staff members with detailed
knowledge of the farm’s organisational structure and personnel.
These same individuals acted as coordinators and provided a list
of staff members who served as managerial representatives from
each work unit (e.g. cellar, vineyard, winemaking, community
garden, rice field), based on the authors’ request to recruit one or
more managers per section where possible.

The authors were provided with a list of staff members who
worked as managers in each section. A total of 14 staff members
—eight from Farm A and six from Farm B—were interviewed
(Table 2). All individuals on the provided lists agreed to
participate when contacted by the authors. Informed consent
was obtained from all participants before their inclusion in the
study. Before the interviews, we explained the study objectives to
help participants frame their experiences and perspectives. They
were also informed that they could withdraw from the interview
at any time without negative consequences. The content was
recorded as a verbatim transcript and created as a text file. Each
interview lasted approximately 40–90 min. Given COVID-19

Fig. 1 Working environment at Farm A (left) and Farm B (right) (photos provided by the studied social farming initiatives).
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restrictions, interview methods followed site-specific visitor
protocols implemented by each organisation. In-person inter-
views were conducted on-site at Farm A, and online interviews
were conducted at Farm B, where face-to-face research was not
permitted at the time of data collection.

The interviews explored staff’s educational and professional
backgrounds, work responsibilities and roles, and approaches to
creating an inclusive environment for PwDs. They also examined
staff attitudes toward PwDs in their daily practices, engagement
with the local community, and awareness of issues and challenges
related to supporting PwDs (Table 3). Ethical approval for this
study was obtained from the ethics committee of [blinded for
peer review] (approval number [blinded for peer review]).

Data analysis. Interview recordings were transcribed verbatim
and anonymised. Before analysis, the transcripts were returned to
individual interviewees for review to prevent any information
disclosure within their organisations. The qualitative analysis was
conducted using VERBI’s MaxQDA, software designed for ana-
lysing textual data such as interview transcripts. All coding was
performed manually by the authors, without the use of artificial
intelligence.

The research team first read all transcripts multiple times to
familiarise themselves with the data. Next, open coding was
applied to segment the data and assign descriptive labels (‘codes’)
to each unit of meaning. This process generated 512 codes: 230 on

staff attitudes, 148 on staff practices, and 134 on other relevant
topics, including managerial challenges (40 codes), work
environment profiles (58 codes), PwD profiles (25 codes), and
community profiles (11 codes). Subsequently, the author
manually grouped 378 codes (230 on staff attitudes and 148 on
staff practices) to identify overarching themes related to how staff
create inclusive work environments for PwDs across the two case
studies. This cross-case thematic analysis was conducted
iteratively, in consultation with co-authors, to ensure the validity
of identified themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The process
continued until themes provided a comprehensive and coherent
explanation of the data. The analysis adopted an inductive
approach, which enabled researchers to identify how staff
members’ attitudes and practices were formed and how they
interpreted specific workplace situations.

Procedural considerations in translation. As the source lan-
guage of the data was Japanese and the target language English,
‘the greatest risk in data translation relates to potential loss or
alteration of original meanings and emphases in translated text’
(McKenna, 2022, p. 2). To mitigate this, a back-translation pro-
cedure was employed: the authors first translated quotations from
Japanese to English and retranslated them back into Japanese to
confirm that the original nuances were retained. The translation
process involved bilingual researchers and translators with
knowledge of both languages and cultures.

Results
Six key themes were identified regarding key staff attitudes con-
tributing to the workplace inclusion of PwDs: PwDs as colleagues,
fostering the well-being of PwDs through work, avoiding over-
protection and lower expectations, multifaceted strength evalua-
tion, removing the stigma of PwDs, and support for extended
periods of vocational training. Eight themes were identified con-
cerning staff practices: product/service improvements, task diver-
sification and segmentation, facilitating mutual support among
PwDs, trial placements at multiple farm sites, direct exchanges
with customers, securing a space for psychological retreat, equity in
work tasks and assignments, and off-duty interactions. Figure 2
presents a summary of the thematic analysis results, and illus-
trative participant quotations supporting each theme are provided
below.

Staff attitudes
PwDs as colleagues. Staff regarded PwDs as colleagues who col-
laborated in routine operations. The staff at Farm A entrusted

Table 2 Interviewee profiles (A = Farm A, B = Farm B).

ID Interview date Position Years
worked

A1 24 November 2020 Senior managing director 36
A2 23 September 2021 Managing director 7
A3 23 September 2021 Marketing manager 15
A4 21 October 2021 Cellar manager 3
A5 23 November 2021 Vineyard manager 11
A6 22 November 2021 Vineyard manager 2
A7 22 November 2021 Winemaking manager 5
A8 22 November 2021 Winemaking manager 20
B1 13 September 2021 Representative director 11
B2 20 October 2021 Community garden

manager
2

B3 22 October 2021 Rice field manager 2
B4 22 October 2021 Group home manager 3
B5 29 October 2021 Packing house manager 3
B6 2 November 2021 Poultry farm manager 1

Table 3 Interview structure.

Category Questions

1. Educational and professional background Could you tell me about your educational background?
What kind of work experience did you have before joining the social farm?
What kind of experiences had you had with PwDs before joining the farm?

2. Work responsibilities and roles What are your primary work responsibilities at the social farm?
What specific role do you play in supporting PwDs at your workplace?
Can you describe a typical day at work?

3. Creating an inclusive work environment for PwDs How is the workplace environment organised to support PwDs?
What efforts are made to promote inclusion and accessibility?
What outcomes have you experienced in working with PwDs?
How does your workplace engage with the local community?
How would you describe your attitude toward PwDs in your workplace?

4. Awareness of issues/challenges What challenges do you face in your work with PwDs?
How do you address or try to overcome these challenges?

Note: PwDs people with disabilities.
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grape production and overall responsibility for wine production
to facility-based PwDs, while Farm B staff were institutionally
positioned to provide vocational training opportunities to PwDs.
However, at both farms, staff were reluctant to frame PwDs as
‘people in need of support’. Instead, they stated that it was
important to form a relationship where they could assign
important tasks to PwDs just as they would for non-disabled staff
members. For example, Farm A’s winemaking manager described
the extent to which he expected PwDs to become involved in
production:

The relationship is like that of colleagues working together.
That’s the main thing. Of course, because this is a job, we expect
them to perform their tasks appropriately. We try to involve them
in the work they can perform as much as possible. (A8)

Furthermore, staff at both farms stated they perceive PwDs
they work with as professional equals, if not more capable, in the
particular jobs they engage in. They emphasised that in the
workplace, they felt that the distinction between themselves and
PwDs was blurred. On Farm A, where PwDs have worked much
longer than most staff members, the staff expressed a sense of
respect toward PwDs for their work skills, which contributed to
the wine production:

In our view, there is no distinction between able-bodied
individuals and those with disabilities. In fact, they are better at
many things than we are. I am truly moved by them. I am
constantly surprised and have a deep respect for them. There
might be many things they cannot do, but there are also many
things they can do that we cannot. (A7)

The staff at Farms A and B also demonstrated an under-
standing and supportive attitude toward the daily challenges
faced by PwDs, such as the difficulty of sustaining work and
interpersonal relationship issues, while emphasising equality:

I’m not really the type to say, ‘I’m here to support you!’ It is
more like, if something comes up, I will think it through with you
as a fellow human being. After all, I am also just a vulnerable
person. (B2).

Fostering the well-being of PwDs through work. The staff
emphasised the importance of safeguarding the daily well-being
of the PwDs. Two primary objectives were identified: enabling
PwDs to establish a sense of belonging through their work and

ensuring that both their work and living conditions were of good
quality. For instance, a Farm A employee stated that PwDs should
feel a sense of fulfilment and pride in their work environment:

What works well here is that each person with a disability can
recognise him- or herself as an individual. For example, they
know that when they come here, there is work for them and they
have a place where they can shine. Everyone has that inner sense.
This may be slightly different from other facilities… There are
various jobs, and everyone has a suitable role; therefore, everyone
can find their own place. (A7)

The staff at both farms perceived that a fulfilling life for PwDs
required both workplace inclusion and comfortable living
conditions. For instance, Farm B’s group home manager, who
also coordinated between new members and farm staff and
supported individual goal-setting, described the complementary
functions of the residential and agricultural settings for PwDs’
well-being:

The focus is more inward-looking, rather than outwardly
oriented towards the community. It is a place of residence, so the
emphasis is on how to provide support for their own comfort in
living…as a farm, I think it is better to be open to the community.
However, when it comes to places where people with disabilities
live, I believe that they should be places where their privacy is well
protected. (B4)

Avoiding overprotection and lower expectations. The staff of both
farms expressed caution against overprotecting PwDs or viewing
them as mere recipients of support. Instead, they intentionally
assigned challenging and labour-intensive tasks to cultivate a
sense of self-efficacy. Farm A staff articulated that individuals
with severe intellectual disability in welfare facilities experienced a
sense of ‘indebtedness’ (A2) owing to continuous care. They
emphasised the importance of identifying tasks the PwDs could
perform despite their disabilities and assigning them meaningful
work. For instance:

While it’s not really good to force things on others, it’s also not
good to not rely on them at all, right? (A1)

Moreover, the staff at Farm B respected the ‘autonomy’ of
individuals with disabilities, rather than merely assigning them
predetermined tasks. They emphasised the importance of
allowing them to determine their own work content and

Fig. 2 Thematic analysis results indicating the number of codes for each theme (in total and by farm). Note: The numbers in parentheses indicate the
number of informants from whom the corresponding codes were derived and demonstrate the extent to which each theme was shared across different
work environments.
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procedures. Staff members identified their roles as assistants,
facilitating rather than directing the work process. Farm B staff
described their interactions with PwDs as follows:

It’s not about who does what. Instead, we act together, saying,
‘Let’s do this’ or ‘Let’s do that’, and we progress together. (B2)

I often tell them, ‘Try to think and act on your own as much as
possible’. They did not have to do exactly what I said. (B5)

Multifaceted strength evaluation. Staff at both farms adopted a
strengths-based approach, assessing the strengths of PwDs from
various perspectives, including personality traits and manual
dexterity. Particularly at Farm A, where many individuals with
ASD worked, staff appreciated characteristics such as the ability
to focus on repetitive tasks for extended periods and adherence to
routines—traits associated with ASD. The managing director at
Farm A described one person with severe ASD who had worked
in the bottling section for over two decades:

Well, he’s quite strongly autistic, like someone happily
wandering through the mountains talking to himself, but his
job involves diligently putting on over 10,000 bottle caps a day.…
I think he excels multiple times over ‘normal’ people in things like
visual tasks or those sudden tasks that come up in the moment,
although I don’t like to use the term ‘normal’. However, he tends
to panic when there are irregularities. (A2)

In contrast, while acknowledging disability-related abilities to a
certain extent, Farm B staff showed a greater inclination toward
understanding each PwD’s personality and interests and
effectively leveraging these in the workplace. For example:

We receive varied information about a junior member through
documents and reports, but it’s difficult to fully grasp their
personality and general demeanour from that alone. Therefore,
we begin by talking to them and working together. If they have
difficulty with engaging in conversations, we allow them to
proceed at their own pace. The important thing is to have them
give it a try, even if it is rough around the edges. (B5)

Removing the stigma of PwDs. The staff recognised persistent
societal prejudices and stigma toward PwDs and viewed the
integration of disability and agriculture within the community as
a critical means of reducing such biases. At Farm A, there was
notable concern regarding the undervaluation of abilities among
individuals with ASD, with a commitment to shift this perception
through winemaking. Farm B staff, which operated in a resi-
dential area, criticised social divisions resulting from the isolation
of traditional welfare facilities from urban areas. Regarding con-
cern over the isolation that PwDs experience, one employee
stated:

Welfare facilities tend to be quite closed off … and that is how
prejudices are born. Prejudice essentially stems from not knowing
the other party; the more closed we are, the more people with and
without disabilities live in separate times and places. As a result,
people with disabilities increasingly become distant and
unapproachable. (B1)

Support for extended periods of vocational training. The staff
recognised the importance of supporting the long-term process of
skill acquisition as PwDs familiarised themselves with the work
environment. At Farm B, staff emphasised sustained daily
engagement to encourage PwDs’ personal growth over time. This
viewpoint was more evident at Farm A, where a notable com-
mitment existed to patiently and consistently teaching individuals
with severe intellectual disability about the daily routines neces-
sary to master annual winery tasks. They stressed that such an
approach requires substantial time and persistence. For instance:

Change naturally occurs. I also think it is important to avoid
rushed changes… It is not about days or months, but about being

together over years or decades, where someone’s place gradually
becomes established. (A2)

Staff practices
Product/service improvements. Staff at Farms A and B stated that
gaining recognition and support from local residents and
consumers requires providing products and services that
appeal to a broad audience. Farm A aims to eliminate prejudice
against individuals with severe intellectual disabilities by pro-
ducing high-quality products that can be sold in regular
markets:

Something bought with ‘sympathy’ is only bought once …
Instead, we aim to increase the number of people who
‘empathise’ with what we’re doing, not just sympathise. We
believe the work ethic of the members is where we can
compete. (A2)

At Farm B, where a wide range of participants were involved in
agricultural production, the staff emphasised the need to build a
universally accessible social farm. The representative director
explained that creating an inclusive workplace for PwDs was the
first step in ultimately contributing to overall community
liveability:

Well, it’s for the sake of people with disabilities, and having
proper places for them to work, play, and live within the
community is also for their benefit. Moreover, continuously
pursuing this is beneficial for the community, making it easier for
me to engage in these efforts. (B1)

Task diversification and segmentation. Staff at both farms
explained that finding suitable roles for each PwD involved
diversifying agricultural activities and segmenting tasks. At Farm
A, where wine grape production and shiitake mushroom logging
were the primary agricultural activities, staff described how these
sections allowed them to incorporate additional tasks that would
not only generate work for PwDs but also improve product
quality:

What we do here is create a lot of work. … The theme here is
to put in extra effort, so it takes more time than in regular places.
For example, when we talk about bagging each year, they put up
170,000 bags. Considering this, I think it requires much more
effort than usual. (A1)

On Farm B, the staff in the community garden, poultry farm,
and packing house sections described their experiences in
diversifying tasks based on PwDs’ aptitudes and interests, for
instance:

We have a wide range of age groups here and also a wide range
of disabilities. Individuals with physical disabilities, mental health
conditions, intellectual disabilities, and autism. This diversity
makes operations in the packing house division particularly
attractive. Tasks such as bagging vegetables or sorting them
involve various detailed processes, so being able to integrate staff
into these flows by saying, ‘Why not try this position?’ is
important. (B5)

We divide tasks at poultry farms into several parts and, while
thinking together, we set up configurations like, ‘this task would
be easier for this person’. We also arrange placements
collaboratively. (B6)

However, the rice field manager mentioned that task
segmentation for rice cultivation was challenging for several
reasons. In field operations, tasks primarily involve ploughing and
harvesting using heavy machinery, which limit their assignment
to a few experienced PwDs. In addition, daytime work is largely
confined to cutting grass, which makes it difficult to diversify job
tasks. In response, the rice-farming division integrated bamboo
craft production as part of task diversification.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-07647-5 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | (2026) 13:1305 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-07647-5 7



Facilitating mutual support among PwDs. Staff at both farms
actively facilitated opportunities for PwDs to share knowledge
and recognise each other’s contributions in the workplace. To
cultivate leadership among PwDs, the staff refrained from simply
instructing tasks and instead fostered an environment where
workers could support one another and build confidence. One
employee, who supervised the mushroom log cultivation section,
described the interaction between the PwDs:

We have them participate in the tasks, such as carrying logs,
and we all work together. Initially, those who were reluctant to
join tended to look awkward as they moved away from where the
others gathered. In response, the members call out, ‘Come over
here’, and include themselves as part of the team. Through these
tasks, staff observe their traits, noting who is skilful with their
hands, who might excel in certain tasks, and who exhibits
physical strength. (A2)

Similarly, at Farm B, facilitating groupwork fostered inter-
generational interactions among PwDs, which nurtured a positive
workplace ethic:

[At the packing house] everyone is looking out for each other.
Not only the staff, but also other elderly staff members [with
disabilities]. They kindly tell younger staff [with disabilities], ‘You
are working hard’. I think they influence each other. (B5)

Trial placements at multiple farm sites. Staff at Farms A and B
invited new members to several workspaces with different char-
acteristics and guided them through the tasks. The mushroom log
cultivation forest at Farm A and the community garden at Farm B
were initially utilised as ‘beginner-friendly workspaces’. Subse-
quently, by gaining experience in various task types across mul-
tiple workspaces, staff members can assess newcomers’ abilities
and key work motives. The mutual process involved in identifying
work for newcomers was described thusly:

Rather than us finding it, we have them try out various tasks. If
something does not work out, we move on to the next task; thus,
it is more about trial and error to find the best fit… It is not so
much about farm staff finding it themselves but rather
experiencing different things to discover what works best. (B4)

Direct exchanges with customers. Both farms’ staff actively pro-
vided opportunities for PwDs to not only engage in productive
activities in their workspaces but also directly interact with con-
sumers via sales and events. At Farm A, they invited PwDs to
participate in an annual harvest festival held on the farm, helping
them recognise their products were appreciated by others,
instilling a sense of fulfilment and pride. According to the
managing director:

For example, I think harvest festivals are important. It’s an
opportunity to communicate things like, ‘Look how many guests
came’, ‘They’re enjoying the wine so much’, ‘They’re eating the
shiitake mushrooms’, and so on. (A2)

Farm B organised regular community events open to the
surrounding community, including an annual harvest festival,
operated community garden plots used by local residents, and
provided a vegetable box service delivered by PwDs and staff.
Informal interactions also took place when garden users and their
family members visited the site and were supported by PwDs
responsible for garden management. According to Farm B staff,
these programmes nurtured a sense of fulfilment among PwDs
while also increasing awareness and understanding among local
residents by making their work visible within the community:

The advantage of agriculture is that it easily creates points of
contact with the community. In many ways, it makes events
easier to organise, and agricultural products can be delivered
directly, making them highly visible to the outside
community. (B1)

Securing a space for psychological retreat. Both farms also main-
tained alternative workspaces where PwDs could temporarily
recover from stress when facing workplace difficulties, enabling
long-term employment. At Farm B, when PwDs faced issues, they
could rotate among the community garden, packing house,
poultry farm, and rice field sections as needed. At Farm A, the
mushroom log cultivation site served a similar function. Located
directly behind the residential facility, this space provides a
connected, familiar environment where PwDs can engage in
slower-paced tasks alongside others, offering a sense of psycho-
logical safety and continuity. The staff explained that here, indi-
viduals can regain confidence and continue participating in work:

Even if someone is capable of working in a vineyard, if he does
not fit into the interpersonal dynamics there and no longer
performs, he might lose his job if this person only has access to
the vineyard. So, when someone says, ‘I can’t do it today’, we can
tell them, ‘That’s ok, go work in the shiitake mushroom forest
today’. This serves as backup. (A2)

Equity in work tasks and assignments. The staff at Farms A and B
actively demonstrated, through both words and actions, the ful-
filment they found in working alongside PwDs. They emphasised
that by sharing the same workload as PwDs, they could build
equitable relationships and mutual trust, engaging PwDs in
production activities on an equal footing. The cellar manager
described how she first began working with the PwDs:

Another thing that I prioritised when I first came here was the
ability to perform all the same tasks. It is essential for me to be
able to do the same work as them rather than just leaving it all to
them. Even though they have disabilities, I try to do the same
tasks as much as possible …. For me, it is not fair, as staff and
colleagues, to impose only the burdens on them. (A4)

Off-duty interactions. Organisational staff at both farms (e.g.,
supervisors and support workers) actively spent time with PwDs
outside of formal work settings, participating in activities such as
seasonal trips and overnight stays in group homes. These inter-
actions, which sometimes occurred during paid work hours, were
valued by staff as opportunities to build trusting relationships and
to gain deeper insight into the personalities and abilities of PwDs
beyond their job roles. In some cases, employees travel
with PwDs:

Members would go on trips with their parents; sometimes,
winery staff would also be invited to join such trips. These
provided many opportunities for interaction within the group.
Through these interactions, we often get to know the members’
characteristics quite well, enabling us to analyse and conclude,
‘Perhaps this person could be good at bottling, and we should
invite them accordingly’. (A7)

The organisation’s group homes serve as an important space
for interaction with PwDs:

We have a group home here, and male staff members typically
stay overnight for on-call duties. So, I also stay overnight. It is
about sharing daily life and forming a deeper connection, perhaps
faster than in other workplaces or facilities. (B5)

To facilitate comparison, Table 4 summarises the key
characteristics of the two case farms, highlighting notable
differences in structure, participant profiles, and operational
approaches.

Discussion
Drawing from the analysis of semi-structured interviews, our
study provides insights into the strategies adopted by Japanese
labour-oriented social farming initiatives to create inclusive
workplaces for PwDs. Overall, the staff at both farms reported
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positive experiences involving PwDs, including those with severe
disabilities, in various agricultural work environments (i.e. vine-
yards, logging forests, poultry farms, vegetable fields, and packing
houses), with the exception of rice fields, which require heavy
machinery. Staff at both sites implemented procedural and
interpersonal practices to strengthen teamwork with PwDs and
foster professionalism.

Our findings reveal key commonalities between the Japanese
and Italian labour-oriented social farming models, particularly in
two areas: (1) community-level social inclusion and (2) vocational
identity building among PwDs. Regarding the first similarity,
Japanese staff perceived reducing stigma toward PwDs as a central
objective, consistent with existing reports on Noufuku renkei
initiatives, particularly among welfare-based CES facilities
(Hamada, 2018; MAFF, 2025b). Similarly, Italian labour-oriented
social farming uses agriculture as a catalyst for social inclusion of
vulnerable populations (Giarè et al., 2018; Borgi et al., 2020;
Giaconi et al., 2024). Both models also employ direct exchanges
with customers to encourage community interaction and ethical
consumption (Carbone et al., 2009; Nakamoto, 2019; Yoshida,
2019; Moruzzo et al., 2020).

Regarding the second similarity, Japanese farm staff, particu-
larly at Farm A, recognised the role of vocational identities in
building a sense of fulfilment and belonging among PwDs. This
was reflected in attitudes of treating PwDs as colleagues and
fostering the well-being of PwDs through work. Staff demonstrated

this commitment through practices like avoiding overprotection
and lower expectations, ensuring equity in work tasks and
assignments, and facilitating mutual support among PwDs.
However, such empowering approaches may only be feasible in
well-established organisations with extensive experience working
with PwDs. Many newer Noufuku renkei initiatives still tend to
assign complementary tasks to PwDs, particularly in contracted
work settings (Nakamoto et al., 2022). While expectations for
PwDs’ work may be relatively modest, the Italian model similarly
aims to foster understanding of the social role of work among
participants (Giarè et al., 2018). Nonetheless, a wage gap persists
between non-disabled staff and PwDs in Japan, as agricultural
activities are still framed as rehabilitative or vocational training.
Given recent upward trends in wages for PwDs in Noufuku renkei
initiatives nationwide (Nakamoto, 2019; Yoshida, 2019; MAFF,
2024), establishing a legal framework to protect PwDs’ rights and
prevent exploitation in the agricultural sector has become a
pressing priority (Nakamoto et al., 2022).

Two distinct features also emerge within our results for the
Japanese labour-oriented model. The first is the integration of
manual labour to enhance product value. Staff at both farms
highlighted the importance of product/service improvements and
task diversification and segmentation, reflecting a model that links
inclusion to improved efficiency and eco-friendly production
methods (Yoshida, 2019; Kyushu Regional Agricultural Admin-
istration Office, 2021). In the Italian context, diversification of

Table 4 Summary of key characteristics of the two case farms.

Theme Farm A Farm B

Farm profile
Organisational structure Operated through a partnership between a private

company and a welfare facility
Operated directly as a Type B Continuous
Employment Support

Primary objective Empower PwDs through market-oriented production Provide vocational training and integrated community
living

PwD demographics Many long-term participants with severe intellectual
disabilities and ASD

Diverse participants with various disabilities and
disorders across age groups

Staff attitudes
1. PwDs as colleagues Entrusts PwDs with core production roles PwDs seen as vocational trainees with emphasis on

mutual respect
2. Fostering the well-being of PwDs

through work
Focus on pride and belonging through meaningful
work

Emphasis on comfort and privacy at work and home

3. Avoiding overprotection and lower
expectations

Assigns challenging tasks to build self-efficacy Encourages autonomy and self-directed work

4. Multifaceted strength evaluation Appreciates ASD traits (e.g., focus, routine
adherence)

Focuses on individual personalities and interests

5. Removing the stigma of PwDs Uses high-quality products to challenge stereotypes Promotes community integration to reduce isolation
6. Support for extended periods of

vocational training
Emphasises patient, multi-year skill development Engages in consistent daily engagement to support

PwDs’ personal growth
Staff practices
1. Product/service improvements High-quality wine and mushrooms to appeal to

customers
Inclusive farming to enhance community liveability

2. Task diversification and segmentation Tailors tasks to improve product quality and fit
PwDs’ abilities

Matches tasks to diverse disabilities and interests

3. Facilitating mutual support among
PwDs

Encourages peer leadership and teamwork Fosters intergenerational support and recognition

4. Trial placements at multiple farm
sites

Uses the mushroom forest as a beginner-friendly site Rotates PwDs across sections to find the best fit

5. Direct exchanges with customers Hosts harvest festivals to connect PwDs with
consumers

Organises events and in-person delivery to engage
the community

6. Securing a space for psychological
retreat

Forest worksite offering peace and belonging for
PwDs

Flexible placement across farm sections

7. Equity in work tasks and assignments Staff perform the same tasks to build trust and
equality

Shared workload to foster mutual respect

8. Off-duty interactions Seasonal trips deepen understanding of PwDs Group home stays strengthen personal bonds

Note: ASD: autism spectrum disorder; PwD: people with disabilities.
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farm tasks—common within care-oriented social farming and
largely linked to rehabilitative and therapeutic purposes (Kaley
et al., 2019; de Bruin et al., 2021)—is similarly observed (Torquati
et al., 2019b; Moruzzo et al., 2020), although the underlying
motivations differ. The Italian model recognises product differ-
entiation as a crucial strategy (Carbone et al., 2009; Torquati
et al., 2019a) but frames it through an ethical consumption per-
spective, emphasising environmentally friendly production and
the creation of social value. According to Carbone et al. (2009),
‘differently from many non-agricultural production activities, the
involvement in farming of people with limited capabilities usually
does not prevent the possibility of producing high quality pro-
ducts’ (p. 6); in this context, value addition is not necessarily
contingent on task diversification.

In contrast, Japan’s labour-oriented model posits inclusion of
PwDs as the starting point for improving agricultural work effi-
ciency. The involvement of individuals with severe disabilities—
who often require simplified tasks and clear procedural guidance
—has encouraged traditional farming households to reassess and
restructure inherited production methods, resulting in more
efficient and accessible workflows (Nakamoto, 2019; Nakamoto
et al., 2022; Ministry of Justice et al., 2025). This approach has
been further reinforced by the concept of ‘universal agriculture’,
which seeks to create work environments accessible to all through
the design of assistive tools and task segmentation (Nakamoto
2019; Suzuki, 2023).

Second, our findings highlight a vocational strengths-based
approach within the Japanese labour-oriented model. Staff atti-
tudes such as multifaceted strength evaluation and support for
extended vocational training enabled participants to find suitable
roles through trial placements and informal interactions. While
all three social farming models are grounded in the strengths-
based approach to disability (i.e. focusing on PwDs’ abilities
rather than their deficits) (Niemiec et al., 2017), their goals differ.
The European care-oriented model primarily uses strengths to
support psychosocial recovery and emotional well-being (Hassink
et al., 2010), while the Italian labour-oriented model tends to
frame PwDs’ strengths in terms of physical training and rehabi-
litation, aiming to enhance functional capacity for employment
(Giarè et al., 2018; Torquati et al., 2019b). The Japanese model, by
contrast, positions disability traits as productive assets within
agricultural operations (Nakamoto, 2019; Yoshida, 2019; MAFF,
2025b). Notably, Japanese farms also accommodate individuals
with severe disabilities, including those with episodic instability or
fatigue, by offering flexible schedules, retreat spaces, and non-
task-based participation. These practices reflect a commitment to
nurturing strengths over time while ensuring well-being and
sustained engagement—crucial elements for upholding the right
to work among people with severe disabilities (van Damme,
2018).

As work increasingly becomes a central pathway to empow-
erment for PwDs, labour-oriented social farming is gaining
recognition as both an innovative strategy for revitalising rural
agriculture and for fostering community belonging among PwDs
(Giarè et al., 2018; Guirong and Oba, 2023). Japan has made
progress toward aligning domestic legislation with international
standards through the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities to promote the employment of PwDs in the general
labour market. However, barriers remain among individuals with
profound intellectual or mental disabilities (Cabinet Office Japan,
2024). Many PwDs with employable skills remain excluded from
mainstream workplaces due to rigid qualification standards. The
case study farms thus serve as viable settings for vocational
training and meaningful employment. As rural communities
across Asia and Europe grapple with rapid ageing and depopu-
lation, fostering inclusive and productive work environments—

particularly in primary industries such as agriculture, forestry,
and fisheries—is essential for attracting workers with diverse skills
and backgrounds.

Conclusions
This study examined the efforts of labour-oriented social farming
in Japan to identify key staff attitudes and practices that con-
tribute to inclusive work environments for PwDs. Overall, staff
from the case study farms reported positive experiences involving
PwDs in diverse agricultural work environments, including
vineyards, vegetable fields, poultry farms, and packing sections.
Procedural and interpersonal practices were implemented to
strengthen teamwork and foster professionalism among PwDs.
Staff members emphasised that work should be both financially
and emotionally rewarding, viewing it as a means of fostering
belonging and pride. To ensure PwDs’ long-term participation,
staff diversified work tasks and sites to accommodate job read-
justment. This study contributes a Japanese perspective to a field
largely shaped by Italian research and shows that, while Japanese
labour-oriented social farming shares with the Italian model a
commitment to social inclusion and vocational identity building,
it is also characterised by two underexplored features: disability-
inclusive task redesign as a driver of productive reorganisation,
and a strengths-based view of PwDs as contributors to agri-
cultural value creation rather than merely recipients of care or
rehabilitation.

As with most research, this study’s design had certain limita-
tions. Due to the selection criteria, the analysis was based on two
case study farms. Approaches to labour-oriented social farming
may vary considerably depending on factors such as operational
scale, agricultural practices, degree of community involvement,
and participants’ age groups and type of disabilities. Therefore,
more comprehensive research, including international compar-
isons is required. Moreover, comparative analyses of work
experiences among supervisors, coworkers, and peer supporters
would contribute to a more holistic understanding of workplace
inclusion. Finally, as this study illustrated work conditions from a
staff perspective, future research should include the experiences of
PwDs themselves, with a particular focus on their physical and
social well-being in social farming, as well as their job satisfaction
and career aspirations.

Data availability
The qualitative data generated during this study include interview
transcripts in Japanese that contain sensitive personal information
about participants with disabilities. Access to the raw interview data
may be granted to editors, reviewers, or other qualified researchers
for verification purposes under controlled conditions and upon
reasonable request to the corresponding author. Anonymised
analysis materials, including coded text segments (original Japanese
excerpts with English translations) and thematic categories are
publicly available at GitHub via the following link: https://github.
com/VZWKpJxJv24g/Qualitative_analysis_data.
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