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ABSTRACT

It is often assumed that the main role of designers in supporting the
independence of persons with disabilities is to develop product and
promotional tool designs. However, with design management
viewpoint in mind, design support will enable VAC people to
systematically develop products in a sustained manner. This
research surveyed the measures taken by the local governments
and VACs to increase wages. The measures were examined, with
emphasis on successful cases. Based on the results, the research
clarifies the methods that will contribute to increased sales of VAC
products, and proposes inclusive design management methods

toward supporting sustained development.

This thesis is constructed as follows:

Chapter 1: Research purpose and background.

Chapter 2: Case studies of attempts and success factors in three
prefectures.

Chapter 3: Comparison of two local governments’ success support
strategy with another prefecture.

Chapter 4: The desirable ways of support and roles of related

organizations toward inclusive design management.

1. Research purpose and background

1-1 Research purpose

Currently, many efforts are conducted toward improving design of
facilities and products. However, if improving the quality of life of
people with disabilities are to be targeted, not only support in the
“hard” physical design but also “soft” system design are vital.
Recently, establishment of systems for multiple party regional
problem solving and management is on the rise, and supporting
activities with design in its core are given much attention. However,
existing researches focused more on facilities and less on design
management issue. Management of VACs are discussed only on
organizational management. Some referred to importance of design
management but no concrete research was done. This research
discusses inclusive design management, its importance in raising
wages of VAC employees, and strategy for further sustained

development is proposed.

1-2 Background
The Services and Support for Persons with Disabilities Act in 2006
originally intended to make services more effective through cost

reduction under difficult economic circumstances. It however

Adviser: Jiro SAGARA

turned out that the new system caused increased cost burden on the
side of those who work in VACs. The central government, with the
intent of increasing the wages, asked the local governments to
make up and conduct five-year plan from 2007. Local governments
tried within their capacity to implement five-year plan to increase
the wages of the VAC users through various measures.

In 2010, three years after the five-year plan started, a competition
was held to present results of such efforts by the local governments.
Two award winning VACs were noted due to their success in
design branding strategy and effective promotion. On the other
hand, strategy by Shizuoka Prefecture, a different approach of
putting multiple VACs to work together for a project, commended
as a forerunning example by Japan Center for Regional

Development failed to win an award.

1-3 Method of research

First, interview was conducted to personnel at the two VACs cited
for excellence at the competition, and in reference to reports and
documents provided by their administrators, those VACs’ methods
of design management and factors behind their successes were
examined. The results were compared with the example of
Shizuoka. In addition, a case study of design support conducted
independent from the five-year project was compared. From these
analyses, necessary support measures that would lead to project

success were identified.

2. Case studies of attempts and success factors

2-1 Niigata Prefecture

2-1-1 First prize: Workshop A, (Okara no Yaki Karinto)

The director of the Workshop A realized early on that it would be
difficult to turn a profit doing outsourced work, even in great
volume, so he instead decided to devote his efforts to the
development of original products that would be competitive in the
open market. He hired a confectioner, and to differentiate from
other similar VAC cookies, he emphasized health aspects of their
products (baked soy-pulp Japanese cookies). The product was
subsequently chosen among the candidates of package design
competition by young designers. Through publicity of the events as
well as the first prize at the Tokyo competition, the center was
swamped by a wave of orders for the product. To meet the demand,
they utilized funding support from the prefecture to expand

production facilities.
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2-1-2 Support from Niigata Prefecture

In conjunction with the five-year plan, Niigata Prefecture provided
support to the VACs upon request. Such support included
dispatching management consultants, holding training sessions and
seminars to introduce successful cases. Consulting activities were
however directed at individual facilities, with one consulting team
going to one VAC, and another to a different VAC. Thus there was
limited scope to such activities and little effectiveness—they were
discontinued in 2009. Starting from 2008 and extending into 2009,
prefectural officials took another tack, urging private firms to
outsource their work to VACs. However, times were tough for
those companies as well; and center management, their efforts
unproductive, found themselves struggling with exceedingly low
wages. Thus, in 2009, those activities were halted as well.

The Niigata prefectural government stepped in again, allocating
funds for an outsourcing promotional program (under which, for
example, center workers would stuff envelopes for public
agencies). Other measures were also introduced, such as temporary
job creation program (and a senior employment bank) to hire

confectioners or some people with agricultural experience.

2-2 Miyagi Prefecture

2-2-1 Second prize: Workshop B, (Smoked Date Seafood)
Workshop B started activities on the operation of a Café/restaurant
Peer, but extended to the preparation and sales of handmade bento
box lunches. The Workshop B entered into the smoked seafood
business in July 2009 in pursuit of higher wages.

The director decided to avoid common products and instead opted
to work on the development of an innovative new brand utilizing
local ingredients. She placed “local Miyagi Prefecture content” as
a primary distinguishing characteristic in a national marketing
effort and enlisted the cooperation of the Miyagi Prefectural
Fisheries Manufacturing Research Institute to identify some
promising seafood candidates. Development work revolved around
a cooking staff, which, making use of a state-of-the-art electronic
smoker, examined various proportions of oil and moisture in a
trial-and-error attempt to come up with a product having a smooth,
soft taste. Eventually they arrived at Smoked Date Seafood. Much
attention was also devoted to package design. Several designers
were introduced to the Center by a prefectural organization. To
those deemed especially skillful at expressing an image of quality
were entrusted package, pamphlet, and website design. At the
Miyagi processed seafood contest (March 2010), the coho salmon
product was selected for an award by the Fisheries Agency. This
honor touched off a round of coverage in mass media. The series
was taken up by Miyagi “select shops” and, as mentioned above,
received an honorable mention in the Tokyo contest, where it was
highly rated for its tastiness and for the general sense of quality of

its gift package.

Frequent mass-media coverage of the receipt of such awards led to
a surge in orders. To keep up with demand, three cooks were hired
under the temporary job creation program. Note, however, that
employment under the program comes with a time limit; and so, in
order to secure staff wages once those subsidies run out, it will be
necessary to generate more revenue. The series received an E Mark
(a certification by Miyagi prefectural government attesting to the
use of local ingredients and an observance of regional culture and

techniques), which contributed to their sales promotion.

2-2-2 Support from Miyagi Prefecture

In support of VACs under its five-year plan, Miyagi Prefecture,
upon request, dispatches management consultants and designers,
paying half of the fees incurred. Yet, so far, only three or so VACs
took advantage of these offers within a typical year. A plan
administrator told that a major factor holding back its utilization is
a lack of business sense among VAC managers. Facility managers
are free to decide whether to utilize the support measures available
to them. Thus, some facilities like workshop B have been
successful, while others have ended in failure. There is a general
lack of business perspective on the part of VAC managers, and
here Miyagi prefectural officials see an ultimate necessity of
raising managers' awareness of such issues. Prefectural officials

continue to dispatch consultants as one means of doing so.

2-3 Success factors and governmental support measures in
Niigata and Miyagi

A detailed examination of the Niigata and Miyagi cases reveals
good design management in both, specifically personnel and
branding. Five-year plan urged active investment with central
government subsidies. Both workshop A and B took the subsidies
scheme as a good chance to develop new products and extend their
businesses, leading to their successes. Key to successes were
positive attitude on the side of the management, as well as quick
response to new information. Below the author lists five common

factors behind these successes.

. Utilization of professional staff members

. Differentiation from competitors

. High-quality packaging by a professional designer
. Media exposure

. Managerial enthusiasm for business expansion

2-4 Effectiveness of supports from Niigata and Miyagi
governments
Regarding utilization of professional staff members and

differentiation from competitors, both prefectures utilized
temporary job creation program to employ professional staff. It
helped enhancement of technique of workers and management
support with new products creation.

Regarding high-quality packaging by a professional designer, the
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involvement of design support organizations enabled an effective
investment.

Media exposure was not arranged by the prefectures, but measures
like E-mark in Miyagi, which ensured quality, worked effectively
for the promotion.

Regarding managerial enthusiasm for business expansion, both
prefectures provided support only to those requested VACs, which
means that such VACs are already motivated and no further
measures to motivate them are necessary. It is however to be noted
that number of applying VACs are so few and efforts are vital how
to raise facility managers’ awareness toward business expansion.
2-5 Case of Shizuoka

2-5-1 Purpose of project and background

Although importance of commitment with market economy is
stressed (Nakajima, 2006), VACs staff are heavily concerned with

welfare, and generally they lack business management experiences.

To change such a climate, Shizuoka Prefecture established a
project to influence all VACs in their attitude. The project did not
aim at design support itself, but emphasized design management at
its core. It was intended to build up commonly shared branding
that is competitive in the open market, thus ensuring continued
product development potentials as well as changing the mindset of

VACs management staff.

2-5-2 Process and outcomes through stages

The project aimed at experiencing successes as well as knowhow
building through common branding and product development
process, from market research, planning, design, production,
distribution and marketing.

At the market research stage, the target was what the consumer
wants to buy, not what they can produce. It started with
questionnaire against the current products, how well they were
accepted by the consumers.

At the planning and design stages, brand imaging strategy was
examined, and through interview of merchants, strength was
identified as being handmade and of high quality. It then ended up
in the brand slogan: purity; safety; and warmth.

The first product covered by the brand was decided to be “a gift
product with its appearance being a crucial deciding factor of
purchase by the consumers,” and its brand mark and package
design was done by the student of SUAC. This brand planning
made all people involved in the project to be conscious about the
product development and quality assurance.

At the production stage, many VACs would cooperate and produce
same products. It enabled cost reduction through mass purchase of
raw materials, increased production capacity through shared work,
sharing production technique, and joint marketing. Establishment
of working groups such as food, woodwork, and sewing also
enabled joint product development and problem solving, and

collaboration among VACs became available. Some joint projects

with the private industry made VACs staff aware of competitive
market.

At the distribution and marketing stage, increased production
capacity led to positive business activities, and joint development
projects with various private industries were sought. Along with
these development, marketing survey was conducted through
several channels, and a joint office/store “Our store - Wa” was
opened as a place to get feedback. In 2010, this was expanded to
become “All Shizuoka Best

organization.

Community,” a non-profit

2-5-3 Project outcome in Shizuoka

Compared to 2006, total sales of related products in 2009 increased
20 times, and gross income through sales increased 24 times. Wage
increase between 2006 and 2008 was just 1.3 times, but
considering the economic recession during the period, one can say
that project related products sold well. Projects development did
not only contributed in increased wages, but also established
long-lasting relationships among the participants, which was not
possible before, and staff motivation toward product development

was also promoted.

3. Comparison of local governments’ supports

3-1 Comparison between Shizuoka, Niigata and Miyagi
Compared to A in Niigata and B in Miyagi, Shizuoka does not
satisfy five factors for success. Shizuoka did not support
employment of professional staff for project development;
Shizuoka did not differentiate with other competing VACs — the
food they developed were cookies; package design was done by a
university student, and design quality was not superior; nothing
worth happened regarding nationwide news media coverage.
However, effective design management support such as
professional staff support, design support, and promotion support
were executed through project development. Besides, cooperative
system was established through joint development with the private
group
purchasing of raw materials, work and technique sharing among

sector, marketing promotion through antenna shop,
facilities, and collaborative sales marketing. As project advanced
through these supports, mindset of VAC staff toward product
development was changed. Therefore, Shizuoka Prefecture was
successful in supporting managerial enthusiasm for business

expansion, which Niigata and Miyagi did not succeed.

3-2 Design support by Japan SELP Association

The Japan SELP Association is an independent non-profit
organization aimed at networking all VACs in Japan. It started
measures of design activity support to individual VACs in 2009
and 2010 respectively. However, only a few facilities were ready to
accept design proposal of comprehensive nature. The results meant

that drastic mindset change among management must be done
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before design support and promotion proposal could be utilized to

Success.

4. Roles of local governments toward sustained inclusive
design management

4-1 Necessary support for VACs

Following support factors are found necessary for VACs to enter
the market economy: Professional staff support; Design support;
Promotional support; Support for marketing channel expansion;

and Support for creating a collaborative organizational structure.

4-2 Effective methods to utilize five supports

The roles the related organizations can play to concretely support
VACs were examined against above five factors. Matching
professional staff support, raising VACs motivation through
subsidies, from a

temporary envisioning future prospects

third-party ~ viewpoint, promotion support through design
differentiation, and technical and production support in view of
possible collaboration with the private sector, these are the issues
to be covered. It is therefore crucially important to support VACs
to build-up a collaborative structure, and difficulties to be pursued
in establishing such a system and the way to keep it running was

examined.

4-3 How to build-up collaborative structure

To establish a cooperation of production among VACs, technology
transfer must be done through either VAC staftf holding a technical
training course or dispatching outside professional technicians to
VACs. The former must take into consideration the extra workload
of staff as well as motivation of the recipients, while the latter
necessitates establishing follow-up scheme against problems that

might arise afterwards.

4-4 Establishment of network

Building-up a collaborative structure involves not only establishing
a networking but keeping it functioning. The results of
questionnaire and interviews suggest effectiveness of working
group activities for information exchange and value sharing.
Besides, self-help efforts by VACs toward complementing each

other are crucially important.

4-5 Nature of VACs: workplace for welfare of PwD

The research aimed at examining the possibility of VACs
involvement in the market economy through 5-year wage raising
program. However, from the nature of VACs, management mainly
targeting profit seeking is out of the question. Products have to be
easier to deliver on time, yet valuable enough to keep customers
waiting beyond the promised deadline. Devising ways and means
of work and mechanization without losing workforce necessity, i.e.,

balance of making profit yet keeping varied workforce busy is vital.

To be committed to the economic activities of the society, various

capabilities of PwD should be utilized.

4-6 Role of businesses, local governments, universities, and
VACs

To include VACs into the economic activities of the society, related
organizations must cooperate. Businesses sometimes purchase
VAC products and subcontract part of works, but they do not lead
to economic independence of VACs. Each business is requested to
become a collaborating business partner, with continued support of
technical and product development, process management, and
marketing. Local governments, as a third party, can play a role to
network VACs together, or connect VAC and businesses, and/or
universities together. They also have to show future visions for the
benefit of every party involved. They may be able to establish a
non-profit organization that would work as catalyst for networking
as well as financial or human resources support. Universities are
expected to give professional advice, to conduct research on VACs,
and to provide information toward integration of future vision for
local governments.

VACs are requested to improve the work environment to be
welcoming and rewarding. They should also try to become part of
the society. As they make efforts to be visible, their significance

will be recognized, and will move toward inclusion in the society.

4-7 Conclusion

The research tried to identify supports necessary for VACs
involvement in the economic activities in the society: Support for
technical improvement and cooperative structure; higher quality
products society appreciates; and workforce being viewed as
members of the society. In order to make them happen, related
parties have to work closely together. Such management is the
inclusive design management, and it is expected that the outcome

of the research will function toward social inclusion of VACs.
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