
Outline of the 2020 White Paper on Small Enterprises in Japan 

 

Part I of this report analyzes business trends in SMEs and small businesses as well as labor 

productivity, reinvigoration, diversity and roles and functions of SMEs and small businesses. 

 

Part II confirms challenges in regional areas and the presence of small businesses, and based on this, 

analyzes efforts tackled by small businesses as supporters of people’s daily lives and employment in 

such areas. 

 

Part III confirms changes in SME policies, and based on this, analyzes efforts tackled by SMEs and 

small businesses for overcoming challenges in management and roles played by SME support 

organizations. 

 

Note: “Small enterprises” covered by the White Paper on Small Enterprises in Japan are enterprises with 

a workforce of 20 or fewer workers (five or fewer workers in the case of commercial trade and services 

industries) who are employed on a mostly regular basis as defined under Article 2, Paragraph 1 of the 

Basic Act for Promoting Small Enterprises. In the text of the report, “small enterprises” are described as 

“small businesses” so that readers can easily understand that the term “small enterprises” includes all 

categories of companies with 20 or fewer workers. 

 

Part I - Trends in small businesses in FY2019 

• Trends in SMEs and small businesses 

This chapter explains that achievements made by SMEs and small businesses have been changing. 

Generally, they have been flat or rather declining since 2019 and the recent business conditions of 

such enterprises appear to have slowed. The chapter also describes that such enterprises need to 

address a variety of challenges, while they are expected to continue to face severe conditions as a 

result of impacts caused by the novel coronavirus disease. 

 

• Labor productivity of SMEs and small businesses 

This chapter describes that labor productivity of SMEs and small businesses has been remaining flat 

and inequality between such enterprises and large enterprises is seen regardless of type of industry, 

and it explains that, at the same time, there are a certain number of SMEs showing labor productivity 

superior to that of large enterprises. 

 

• Reinvigoration of SMEs and small businesses 

This chapter states that business closure of enterprises has an aspect of contributing to improvement 



of productivity in the entire economy, while a certain number of enterprises close businesses even if 

they maintain high productivity. It also explains the situation where aging business owners and a 

shortage of business successors are considered to be in the background behind such closure of 

enterprises with high productivity and that efforts for business succession in order to avoid 

dissipation of enterprises’ precious management resources have been becoming more important. 

 

• Diversity and roles and functions of SMEs and small businesses 

This chapter classifies “ideal approaches” that SMEs and small businesses aim to achieve into four 

categories, and based on this, analyzes characteristics of the respective categories, thereby showing 

heterogeneity of such enterprises that cannot be ascertained only by focusing on types of industries. 

 

Part II – Small businesses as sources of creating new value in regional areas 

• Challenges in regional areas and the presence of small businesses 

This chapter explains that small businesses show a relatively stronger presence in regional areas with 

lower population density and that many regional areas are facing such severe challenges as declining 

shopping arcades, weakening daily-life infrastructures, employment mismatch in regional labor 

markets and declining regional industries. 

 

• Small businesses as supporters of people’s daily lives  

This chapter describes that the number of stores in shopping arcades is declining as the number of 

visitors to such arcades is decreasing, and this makes apparent a challenge of vacant stores. It also 

stresses that regional small businesses should secure, as first priority, demands of nearby residents, 

which is considered a significant action to take. 

 

• Employment and small businesses in regional areas 

This chapter states that small businesses in regional areas are providers of environments in which 

female and elderly workers are able to continue to work for a longer period of time. 

 

• Efforts for creating value added and vitalization of regional areas 

This chapter explains that regional areas with low population density need to win demands of 

outside regions and that efforts for solving regional challenges will contribute to creating 

opportunities for cultivating new businesses. 

 

Part III – SMEs and small businesses and support organizations 

• Changes in SME policies 

This chapter presents an overview of the Small and Medium-sized Enterprise Basic Act, a law 



stipulating the basic philosophies and basic principles involving Japan’s SME policies, as well as 

changes in the systems for supporting SMEs. 

 

• Efforts tackled by SMEs and small businesses for overcoming challenges in management 

This chapter describes that utilization of external support measures is effective for SMEs and small 

businesses in ascertaining current business conditions and formulating and operating management 

plans. It also stresses that it is beneficial for SMEs to have advisors with whom they can consult 

about day-to-day management issues. 

 

• Roles played by SME support organizations 

This chapter explains that each support organization has its strengths and weaknesses. Therefore, it 

is hoped that the respective support organizations further advance collaboration with each other in 

such fields as “development of products and services and other actions” and “technologies and 

research and development.” 


