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1.  Breakthrough UK. Ltd.

“BREAKTHROUGH UK LTD has been set up to provide training, employment and business opportunities to disabled people within the ‘Social Model of Disability’.

The social model of disability recognises that people with impairments have certain living conditions and situations imposed on them and that they are disabled by these impositions, often referred to as “barriers”.  Given that these barriers are generally created by our society, it follows that they can be removed by society.

Breakthrough UK. Ltd. is controlled and managed in the majority by disabled people to research, develop, and deliver appropriate services which promote and support independent living for disabled people.  In order to do this we commit ourselves wholeheartedly to the two following aims:

1) We will work with disabled people on a one-to-one basis to support them to be independent and to seek paid employment.

2) We will work to tackle the barriers and discriminatory policies and practices which disadvantage disabled people in the labour market.

Our “Trailblazers” project was designed to meet both these aims.  We have worked with a number of individual disabled people to support them into training or employment, and we have then worked with their employers and training providers to identify and tackle barriers.  The results of this work is presented in this document.
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2.  Executive Summary.    

Regardless of a disabled person’s ability, experience or background they experience a range of discriminatory practices when they attempt to find work or training.

This rather bleak statement is amply illustrated by the research in this Report, which gives examples of the barriers experienced by our “Trailblazer” disabled people in respect of:

· environmental and physical barriers

· attitudinal barriers

· organisational or institutional barriers

The barriers occur in just about every aspect of work and the working environment, they cover poor transport, inaccessible buildings, poor access to information, negative attitudes, inflexible practices, the “benefits trap”, slow and inadequate service from agencies who are supposed to “help”, and poor management and organisational policies and practices.

Even in organisations such as our own, aiming for highest standards in terms of employing disabled people and providing them with a particular service, much room for improvement is identified.  This illustrates that disability awareness or equality is never “done”, but needs to be built into organisational planning processes and quality systems.

The list of action points in Section 5 are a useful guide and checklist to both auditing current provision and the setting of standards.  Whilst it seems like an enormous agenda to take on board, if tackled in manageable “chunks” the benefits to employee and employer will be significant.  

Breakthrough UK. Ltd. will be planning further work, based on the action points identified in this Report, both to improve our own practice and to offer support to other employers wishing to do likewise.
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Introduction     

And what do you do? The answer to this question – “I am an engineer, a nurse, a researcher, a farmer, a shop assistant, a lorry driver, a teacher” or whatever – is one of the most fundamental ways in which we define who we are. Our work gives us our sense of identity and what we are. We might think we work simply to receive our wages but work provides much more than income. From our employment we gain our status, our ‘class’, and our sphere of influence. Our social relationships are enhanced through our colleagues and work contacts, and opportunities for creativity and self-development can be promoted and fulfilled through work. In addition, we learn a sense of time, place, and control. Our employment defines us as adults and secures our position within our community. In other words employment is essential for full and equal participation in modern Western society.

Disabled People and Employment

It is very clear that disabled people are still disadvantaged when it comes to their involvement in the labour market.  Recent figures from the Department for Education and Employment (June 2000) illustrate this well.

· Disabled people account for nearly a fifth of the working-age population in Great Britain, but for only about one eighth of all in employment.  There are over 6.5 million people with a current long-term disability or health problem, which has a substantial adverse impact on their day-to-day activities or limits the work they can do.

· Disabled people are over six times as likely as non-disabled people to be out of work and claiming benefits.  There are over 2.6 million disabled people out of work and on benefits: over a million of them want to work.

· Disabled people are only half as likely as non-disabled people to be in employment.  There are currently around 3.1 million disabled people in employment; they make up 12% of all people in employment. When employed, they are more likely to work part-time or be self-employed.

· Disabled people are more than twice as likely as non-disabled people to have no qualifications.

The Trailblazers Project has tried to increase access for disabled people to real jobs or training opportunities in the Manchester area.  This Report has been written based on face-to-face and telephone interviews with disabled people, employers, training providers and project staff involved in Trailblazers, and on two focus groups involving disabled people who the Project had not yet placed in employment or training.  The aim was to draw out first hand experience of the barriers for disabled people seeking employment and training and for those wishing to offer it, or facilitate its being offered, to disabled people.  Suggested action to remove barriers was then identified and shared, where requested, with the organisations and individuals concerned.

The Context of the Project

There are a number of Government funded programmes and other initiatives currently aimed at increasing the number of disabled people working.  One example is the New Deal programme, which is exploring, amongst other things, different ways of enabling disabled people on benefits to take the initial step, safely, into work.  The Employment Service’s Access to Work programme providing access support (interpreter, equipment, building alteration funding and so on) to enable disabled people to get or keep employment, has been expanded and is receiving significantly greater funding.  The Supported Employment programme, providing support within employment for those who need it.

There has also been an important development in terms of law available to protect disabled people from discrimination.  In the last four years a measure of anti-discrimination legislation has been introduced giving  protection to some disabled people – the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.  Employers of 15 or more people must not discriminate unjustifiably against disabled people in their recruitment, employment, and termination of employment, arrangements.  Although the notion of "unjustifiable" is still to be tested in the courts, to support this they also have a responsibility to make reasonable adjustments to physical features, policies, practices and procedures to facilitate the employment of disabled people.  In addition providers of goods and services to the public must, in general, not discriminate against disabled customers.

Against this background this Trailblazers Project Report is looking at the barriers disabled people face in gaining and retaining employment.  In the main these are barriers which can be removed, and in most cases the support, training or information is, or should be, available to ensure their removal.

The Project Approach

There have been efforts to assist disabled people into work stretching back over very many years, as far back as the passing of the 1944 Disabled Persons (Employment) Act and before.  Unfortunately much that has been done has addressed the issue from a medical model perspective.  This perspective tries to “sort out” the individual disabled person in order to fit them in to available opportunities.  This has not proved significantly effective.  It has led to negative experiences for a significant number of disabled people in relation to employment.

The Disabled People’s Movement has a different approach to disability.  It is one which can lead to real change when effectively adopted by any organisation.  The Social Model approach looks at the barriers which exist in society which prevent the full and equal inclusion of disabled people, i.e. people with impairments or long-term medical conditions.  Those barriers occur in the physical features within society – the design, and choice of colour and texture in the built environment, and the structure of transport provision, for instance.  Barriers also occur in the way society organises itself - the policies, procedures, and so on, which it puts in place.  And finally people’s attitudes toward disabled people, and what we can and cannot, and indeed should and should not do, present barriers to many of us.

This approach which looks to change the barriers which prevent disabled people being included, in this case particularly within the workforce, rather than looking to change the individual, is the equal opportunities approach also.  Gender and race, for instance, are not looked on as “the problem” it is accepted that things external to the individual need to change.  By accepting the Social Model approach this is paralleled in the case of disability.

The Trailblazers Project is rooted in an organisation controlled by disabled people which believes very strongly in the Social Model approach.  This is the approach the researchers took in carrying forward their part of the overall project.

The Research Approach

Interviewing disabled people about their experiences in looking for work and working and training, especially in the context of the ‘Trailblazer’ Project, meant asking strangers to talk about what could be quite personal and, perhaps, negative experiences.  As disabled people carrying out the research we felt it was important not to take a very ‘scientific’, and distant approach, but rather to encourage people to talk about what mattered to them (as far as getting employment went).

Many employers and training providers have very little experience (of which they are often aware) of employing or training disabled people.  In general they come to the issue with all the stereotypes and negative images of disabled people found in society in general.  Many have genuine concerns about their ability to effectively employ disabled people, arising from those preconceptions.  A few have negative experiences from the past which influence all their subsequent dealing with disabled people.

It was for this reason that an ‘interview guide’ was used, and not a more structured ‘interview schedule’. (See Appendix 1). So instead of asking direct questions demanding a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ answer, or asking everybody the same question even if it was not relevant, this guide introduced themes and issues on which individuals were encouraged to reflect at length. The order and the emphasis changed according to the person’s individual circumstances. 

In the focus groups, discussion amongst the participants was equally encouraged. One positive outcome from this, for those attending, was that much local information about disability rights, welfare and employment was exchanged.

Except where a source for a quote is given, they are all from participants in the research process.  An attempt has been made to protect respondent’s identity by not using their names or the names of the work or training places. However, it is recognised that due to the nature of this report people can be identified both by themselves and perhaps by others closely involved with them.
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Findings

This section is divided into three main sections:  

a) Barriers to employment and training experienced by disabled people

b) Barriers to employing disabled people experienced by employers and trainers

c) Suggested action points

All these sections are then sub-divided into three further sections.  In each case these sections are:

i. Environmental and physical barriers

ii. Attitudinal barriers

iii. Organisational or institutional barriers

The barriers identified do not always fall into distinct categories, and in many cases the experience described could have equally fitted in a different category.  This way of dividing up people’s experiences has been adopted, however, to set issues out as clearly as possible.  The final section on suggested action points will, it is hoped, provide an agenda for change for many organisations, those interviewed, and others who read this Report, who wish to improve their inclusion of disabled people, or for disabled people themselves, and their organisations, wishing to tackle some of the barriers identified.

a)  Barriers experienced by disabled people

“The work that we do has a crucial impact on our social and material well-being, in terms of income, class, status, influence, social relationships and personal identity. Yet the historical experience of so many disabled people is of exclusion from, or marginalisation and powerlessness at, the workplace.” 

(Barnes, Mercer and Shakespeare 1999 Exploring Disability Policy Press p.110).

The history of the human race can, in one sense, be mapped out in the way that we have changed our environment, the things around us, to suit our needs.  From building shelters to protect us from the weather, to introducing street lighting so that we can see in the dark, humans have changed their outside world, altering it in an attempt to make it more comfortable and easier to manage.  However, historically, disabled people’s needs have not been taken into account in this process.  Rather than trying to change society all too often society has attempted to change the disabled person, to try and get them to ‘fit’ in to their environment, rather than the other way round. This has resulted in barriers being erected that can stop disabled people from being included and participating on an equal basis with the rest of society. 
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Environmental and physical barriers 

experienced by disabled people

Summary:

1. Transport provides a barrier to many disabled people.  

· There is limited wheelchair accessible transport.

· It is very difficult to ensure parking is available if it is essential for a disabled person to use private transport.

· A lack of accessible information about public transport and its timetables creates a barrier for many people.

· The unreliability of public transport causes a barrier to many disabled people who have no option but to use it.

2. Inaccessible buildings create barriers for many disabled people and these barriers are made worse by a lack of understanding on the part of organisations of what constitutes a fully accessible building.

3. Self employed disabled people can experience multiple environmental barriers every time they need to visit a different customer’s premises.

4. Employers and Training Providers experience a barrier to their aim to create an inclusive environment from a lack of knowledge about how to achieve it, and where to seek information and support to do it.

If disabled people are to be able to live independently, to be equal and to be fully included in society, then it is absolutely essential that the physical environment does not disable them. However, because disabled people have been excluded from the mainstream economic and social life of society for so long, we have created a physical environment that excludes and segregates disabled people. In other words:

“…’Ordinary’ or mainstream housing, transport systems and public amenities and buildings are often out of bounds to disabled people.” 

(Barnes, 1991 Disabled People in Britain Hurst & Company p.149).

Environmental barriers exist in a physical world that has been designed with little thought for the needs of disabled people.  They often exclude people other than those with impairments or long-term medical conditions, such as elderly people, people with young children and people who temporarily have an impairment.  Disabled people face barriers that prevent them from moving easily from place to place.  The fact that we do not have a fully accessible transport system is a major barrier to the full inclusion of disabled people in our society, and obviously presents an enormous barrier that prevents equal access to the employment market.  Whilst private cars are the most popular form of transport in this country, for a large proportion of disabled people they are not an option and for others until parking facilities are ensured they offer no solution. The lack of accessible transport was identified as a real barrier for many of the people interviewed.  The following are a selection of quotes that people have said in relation to this:

“I have to use a taxi to travel as public transport is inaccessible this means I can only apply for jobs within a limited area from my home.”

“Buses tend to be extremely crowded and they make me very anxious.”

“Transport is a barrier to employment it’s all very well insisting on wheelchair accessible buses but if you can’t see the bus number or even that it’s coming you can’t really use it.  I’ve been shouted at by bus drivers because I don’t know where I am or if I want to get off or not.  It can be very, very distressing.”  

And one man said:

“I could have got a job down town here but I thought where do I park?” 

He was asked if he had an orange badge and replied that he did:

“But you’d have to be in so early because its getting parked with your "orange badge" where you want to park isn’t it?’ 

This was echoed by another Trailblazer who said:

“Parking is a real problem.  There’s no good having an "orange badge" if there’s nowhere near your work to park”.  

Note:  The orange badge is currently being replaced by the euro standard "blue badge".

These difficulties experienced by disabled people using public transport were effectively summed up by one respondent who made the following comment:

“Most disabled people find that using public transport is very difficult.  I find it impossible and people are so rude.  I have been shouted at by drivers and by other passengers and they don’t offer you a seat and it can be a nightmare”

“Everybody knows,” echoed another disabled person, “that public transport is not very reliable.  But if you are disabled and you can’t drive, it is all you have to rely on.  It is bound to affect your chances of getting a job”.

Lack of accessible transport for wheelchair users and people with mobility related impairments, the absence of bus and train timetables in large print, audio tape or easy to understand format, travel announcements only made over loud speakers, overcrowded buses and trains, which can be a barrier for some people with some mental health conditions, lack of parking with wide bays, inappropriate placing of pavement furniture, are all barriers that prevent disabled people from moving easily from place to place which obviously has an impact on people’s access to the job market, for equal access to employment. 

Furthermore, if there is only very limited parking and no one enforces the ‘orange badge holders only’ parking schemes, or there are no wide bays this will make it impossible for very many people with mobility problems to even get to work or the interview.  If there is no accessible bus route near to the job interview or where the job will take place, how will a visually impaired person arrive? These are issues that need to be addressed and seriously considered by disabled people that do not have to be considered by non-disabled people, these are barriers to employment.


Once disabled people have overcome any barriers in terms of getting to their destination this is not the end of the story. All too frequently there are barriers that prevent disabled people getting into buildings and moving freely once inside a building. These include poor signage, dim lighting, no colour contrast, lack of toilets that suit people with different impairments and needs, cluttered corridors, heavy fire doors, and inaccessible - or difficult to manipulate - switches, handles and buttons. These have all been identified as barriers to employment and training by the Trailblazers in this project:

“It’s all very well having an accessible building but if there isn’t a toilet that I can use I’m not going to go into that building and spend the day there.  “The building has front steps, if I have to use my wheelchair again I hope I can get in.”

In fact, in this instance there was level access at the back of the training centre but there was no clear signage, which has the same effect as the building not being accessible.

“I need very dim lighting at work.  I don’t think they were very happy that I work very nearly in the dark.  It can also cause problems because I think it is against EC (European Community) ruling about lighting in the workplace but I’m really not sure.”

For self employed disabled people the built environment and a lack of accessible transport can present even greater barriers.  If there is a requirement to visit clients, unlike going regularly to the same workplace, you meet the same barriers in different guises every time.

Then there are the barriers that prevent equal access to information and services.  These include counters or entry phones being too high for people of short stature, with problems reaching or wheelchair users.  A lack of alternatives to these entry phones for hearing impaired people, is a seldom considered barrier, as is their visibility, or lack of it, for visually impaired people.  For visually impaired people and those who find reading standard English text difficult, information only being available in one format can present a significant barrier.  Other barriers occur through inappropriate or no seating, complicated forms with no alternative format nor help available, and no text phones for deaf people or those with a speech impairment.  Lack of accessible information is a real barrier for many of the people interviewed. The lack of easily accessible information, both in terms of appropriate format and knowledge of where to obtain it is a barrier for many disabled people including people with sight impairment, people with learning difficulties, people for whom English is not their first language, this can include hearing impaired people who use British Sign Language as their first language. This barrier denies people access to job advertisements, it denies people knowledge of their rights and it denies people opportunities – for instance going for promotion - in the employment field.

“I have a comfortable chair.  To my knowledge if I wanted anything else I’d go back to the dole office and ask them for it but I’m not really very sure.”

“I wouldn’t really know where to go to be given advice on that kind of thing.”

“In the Jobcentre the cards are too high up and very difficult to read”.

“Getting information about equipment, you know, what there is, and what it does and what would suit you, is very difficult but it’s also very difficult for employers to get this information.”

“The assessment centre is useless because everyone has good days and bad days and you might be assessed on a good day but that wouldn’t help you on a bad day.”

“You need information on all the different avenues that are open to disabled people.”

“It’s been better than I thought it would be, I thought it would be all talk, not about getting us real information which is what we need.  This is very difficult to get - any information, an information pack containing a directory of local groups and useful addresses would be ideal.”

“Some sort of sheet on welfare rights would be very good.”

“Information on disability rights would be a good thing for everyone.  A pack to say who Trailblazers are and general information should have been given to us.”

There was one interviewee who faces a physical barrier that denies him access to his work place. This person has been in post for four months. The office in which his team work is completely inaccessible for anyone using a wheelchair.  This means that he has had to work from home which has had serious consequences on him.  He feels that he misses the office culture, that he is isolated in his work and that he doesn’t have the opportunities to mix socially with his colleagues, which is an essential part of normal working relationships.  The interviewee was provided with a lap top computer to do his work on and although this was supposed to be an ‘interim solution’ he feels that it is unlikely to be resolved for a number of reasons.  

Principally this is because it is only a one year contract.  The building which his team work in is, at some future date, to be sold and it is uncertain as to where his team will be placed.  The employers have been told that they would be responsible for adjustments and adaptations to the building and they are unwilling to make them for the reason that they are about to sell the building.  Although the employee had his interview in a different building, even if it were possible to get space there he feels that he would still be isolated as he would be with strangers and not with his team.  Therefore the problems would remain.  

At present his line manager visits him once a week with work, reports and so on.  She says to him that it is convenient for her to do this where he works from home, but it wouldn’t necessarily be so if he were to go to another office site.  There is also the problem of transport for this person.  Once a month there is a team meeting and the entire team have to relocate to a new site so that the Trailblazer can attend the meeting.  This makes him feel very beholden and inferior to the rest of the team.  Whilst he enjoys his job he hopes soon to be able to find another one with an accessible environment. 

This situation illustrates the fact that although, initially, it is the inaccessible building that is the barrier for this individual, it is the impact of this upon him that further disables him and denies him equal opportunities within the work place.

Endnote

The physical and environmental restrictions that are imposed upon disabled people have serious consequences for disabled people in terms of accessing the employment market. During the last decade we have seen that access for disabled people to the built environment and to the public transport systems has entered the political arena. However the reality, in Manchester as undoubtedly elsewhere, is that disabled people still experience the environment as a hostile and inaccessible place.




Attitudinal Barriers 

experienced by disabled people

Summary:

1. All the disabled people interviewed identified the negative attitudes of employers, training providers, employment service providers, and colleagues, as the primary barrier to employment and training.

2. Disabled people are clearly still viewed through stereotypes which lead to a number of approaches to them.








· We are viewed with fear.

· Employers view us as non-viable from an economic perspective.

· Decisions on whether we can undertake job related tasks are made not on the basis of our skills and experience, but on assumptions based on stereotypes.

3. The attitudes prevailing in society, and particularly those expressed by employers, adversely affect disabled people’s self-esteem.

4. Agencies set up to support disabled people often reinforce negative attitudes by their verbal and written communication with employers and also the actions and comments they convey to disabled people.

The following is an extract from an interview with the senior personnel director of a major national company:

“Society is embarrassed and frightened of those people who are ‘different’, those who have physical disabilities. It’s this unease which makes the employment of a disabled person undesirable as their disruptive influence on a team at work can endanger the smooth running and the productivity of the organisation as a whole…people work closely in groups and those who are perceived as being different from the norm – in its broadest sense – are a potentially disruptive force on the group. And as any job is critical to the future of the company, a person who disturbs the working environment jeopardises the business.”

(quoted in Barnes 1991  Disabled People in Britain and Discrimination Hurst & Company P.78).

Whilst this is referring to physical impairment only, this attitude was one that the majority of disabled people interviewed had encountered.

This was the barrier that all the disabled people interviewed identified immediately as the reason why they were having difficulty in either keeping work, getting work or why they lost their jobs once they became disabled.  People’s attitudes towards disabled people, it is generally thought, are based on fear, ignorance and embarrassment. The following quotations from disabled people taking part in the Trailblazers project, illustrate this:

“The people who I work with can be difficult.  Sometimes they say things like, ‘Are you expecting me to get that for you?’”

“They’re not usually helpful and I don’t want to be seen to be a burden on them.”

“Most people think that I am not up to the job.  I had an interview for a job as a classroom assistant and was told that I wasn’t dressed appropriately but I was, although I didn’t have a suit on I was as smart as everyone else.  They were reacting to my psychiatric history.  People read about that, they react to it and they find some excuse not to employ me.  I work for one day and they find out about my history and they left a message on my answering machine saying that I was too tired and not suitable for working with their children.  They also said there would be no further work for the foreseeable future.  This is extremely negative and bought about a serious relapse in my state health.”

Another person said: 

“I lost my previous job because I wasn’t fit to do it because of my disablement, I just couldn’t do it in the hours.  If I had been left in my old office I was doing it, but they moved me to a new office and I had to carry the papers from downstairs and all, and I just couldn’t do it.  I was not happy because I didn’t see why I had to go from one office to another and carry all that stuff.  They didn’t discuss it with me, not properly, and I was not happy with it but I’m pleased now that I did go. But I must say if I do meet them again there’s going to come a bit of trouble, if you get my meaning.”

And again:

“On my previous job they encouraged me to leave”.

and from another person we hear:

“I did try for one job but they set a test I couldn’t do.  I wasn’t pleased with them - they didn’t give you a proper chance.  The test they gave us it was a mixture of numbers, you know eighty of these put them in the right order type of thing.  You got a dummy one sent to you but the test was something you’d want to look at for half a day.  There were all these questions in fifteen minutes, another hundred in twenty minutes.  You just cannot do it.  I did the best I could - there was about fifteen of us.  It was like an exam.  It was all disabled people.  One bloke said to me as we were walking out ‘this is a farce’.  He was right.  I wouldn’t want to work there.  I never got the interview because I didn’t pass the test.  I don’t think any one of us did.  You know you’re not wanted before you go in.”

This is not a unique experience.  The experience of another man at a job interview:

“It was terrible.  They gave us an assessment, a written test, without any warning.  No preparation at all, you know they build your hopes right up and then nothing.”

And from someone else we hear: 

“I had an interview at a newspaper in the city centre and when I got there they looked at me and they said ‘you wouldn’t be able to cope with the busy situation’ which in a way was fair.  But they just made this assumption without discussing it with me.  This is a very negative experience for me and I was very depressed afterwards”.

The fact that the following two comments were made at all suggests how unusual people find it when they are accepted in a working environment:

“The people you work with they’re great, I mean the boss, he speaks to you like he’s your own brother you know.”

“The only thing that has surprised me about working here is that there are no nasty people.”

Embarrassment of talking to people about their impairments can also become a barrier in the workplace, as the following comment illustrates:

“I am skill shadowing and I do have a problem getting through the volume of work that is expected of me.  No one has discussed with me the things that I find

particularly difficult and what I can achieve easily, it can lead to difficulties. There is no choice in the work.  If I could talk with someone about what things are easy for me to do and which aren’t, what take longer, it would have been very, very helpful but people are too embarrassed to discuss it with me.”

And again from another unemployed trainee:

“People are terrible about my personal history.  It is particularly bad at the Jobcentre.  You know that when I used to be in a wheelchair they told me you must walk before you can run, what’s that supposed to mean?  And people make gross assumptions and you are passed from pillar to post.  I would really like to work in an environment where people understand disability and they are not awkward or stupid about it.”

Having a hidden impairment can also mean facing attitudinal barriers to full employment as this man found out:

“It’s very difficult because I look fit.  In one job the foreman saw that my writing was really scruffy and he basically picked on me to the point that I had to give that job up.  I used to think I wished I’d lost my arm, had my leg amputated.  I almost came to blows in the depot because he kept winding me up.  Because I left they stopped my benefits and now I’m getting £2 over what I’m allowed and it almost came to the point of packing this job in but Breakthrough are trying to sort it out for me”

He continues:

“I don’t think I got job interviews because of my poor handwriting.”

And later on he makes the following comment:

“…because I’m disabled I haven’t been able to work because of what people think an’ all.  And I’ve been really low about it and lost the house and my wife has gone because we couldn’t talk about it for years.  I hated going to Breakthrough at first because, well I felt awful at first going there because I don’t look disabled.  I felt a real fraud.”

Another person interviewed reports that after being employed for a few weeks he was called in to his line manager’s office and:

“I was told that I was not being dismissed.  I was told that it wasn’t working out but I wasn’t given a reason and it was a complete shock.”

At the same place of employment he found the management ”very unapproachable and very unhelpful”.  He is a visually impaired man who reads with his eyes very close to the material.  He was told, in his words “caustically”, by his manager that  “I’ve been into your office and thought you were asleep”. 

This story is also typical:

“On one occasion I applied for a job, sent in my CV and was called in for an interview.  But as soon as they found out that I am visually impaired they just didn’t want to know.  This wasn’t the first time that this has happened to me. I have been treated like this before.  The job agency has reacted in exactly the same way and I know it’s my sight because on paper they’re all very interested but as soon as they realise how short sighted I am, then that’s it, nothing more”.

The Disability Employment Advisor who had arranged this interview for him did absolutely nothing when they heard this story.  This highlights a further barrier that disabled people face. When the very agencies which are set up to assist disabled people find employment, further undermine their self esteem and self respect.

Another man tells how, at the Jobcentre he was told:

“Don’t say you are registered blind until you get the interview.”

An unemployed disabled women says:

“If two candidates go for the same job the disabled person might not be able to do the job as well as the able person and why would the employer go messing about getting all the equipment and everything.”

Which is exactly what this women feels happened to her:

“Going for jobs it is really common that people don’t want to know as soon as you say what’s wrong with you they just don’t want the inconvenience.  I was dismissed because she just didn’t want all the inconvenience, the bother of it all.”

And from another man who has been unemployed for a number of years:

“I have always had difficulty getting a job.  It’s like they see a leper coming.”

He goes on to say:

”Prospective employers just see the disability, that people have a lot of fear of visually impaired people.  The biggest problem is people’s attitudes. They are just frightened.  I don’t know exactly what they are frightened of.  Frightened that you are going to be a liability to them I suppose.”

This is reinforced by another person who says:

“ We have always been a ‘ssssh’ society where disabled people have been kept away from others and the awareness side of things still has got a long way to go.”

“It’s all very well bringing in new laws and things but that too can be a barrier.  Bureaucracy can be a real barrier.”

“The best things for us to get work would be a good Disability Employment Advisor who could sell you, if you like, your abilities, to a would be employer.”

A further attitudinal barrier that many of the disabled people identified was not the attitudes of the employers or trainers, but rather the attitudes of disabled people themselves.  However, it is very strongly linked to the attitude of the employers.  For example one woman reports that:

“I am qualified up to the hilt and I don’t want to do any more skill shadows.  I want a real job, with real wages.  I get the odd interview and that’s as far as it goes.”

She says that this has real consequences and a real effect upon her self esteem:

“Skill shadow, I call it slave labour. They look at people’s disability and not their ability.  People are frightened of disabled people, they don’t know what to do and what to say.  Nobody is prepared to give us a try.”

This is echoed by a number of Trailblazers who say:

“I don’t want to do skill shadows any more, I want a real paid job. You need a good salary to survive as a disabled person.”

“You have to weigh up the benefits of incomes and things.”

“It makes you feel worthless, especially after you have studied for years and got plenty of certificates and things, but they are worthless.”

From someone else we hear:

“I want to do more confidence training.  More assertiveness training.  Just speaking to people builds your confidence.  DET training was really good.”

“As soon as you are labelled disabled you can’t get a job, yet we are all acceptable for voluntary work.”



“Assertiveness training would enable us to take control of situations and maybe make people think, rather than think you are a rude disabled person, because I get so uptight now that I either shout or want to cry.  I need confidence training.”

And from somebody else in agreement to this:

“Assertiveness training would be good for disabled people and can have a knock on effect on non-disabled people.”

“One thing that is difficult is that you know your own fear.  Will people laugh at you?  What will they say?  I wish I had more confidence.  I think assertiveness training and confidence building would be an excellent idea.”

“A lot of disabled people have lost so much confidence.”

And we hear this from another person:

“Being disabled has stopped me from applying for some jobs.  I avoided applying for jobs which I felt might be too physical for me and I was thinking I would be more of a burden to them.”

“The skill shadowing has been good because my employers say that they would give me good references.  So at least I will have references now.  I am hopeful I will get a proper job soon as I don’t like working for the allowance from the Jobcentre.”

Someone else says:

“Employers are reluctant to spend money on a disabled workforce.  It takes time but the government should help.  I know they are already giving incentives to employers but the government should enforce rules.”

“People don’t understand disability issues.  If they did that would be the best way of ending discrimination.”

The following comment was made by a person who has been unemployed for over 12 years:

“I don’t like to be a nuisance but it would be very nice if people asked if there was anything I needed.”

And from another person who talks of her experience:

“Going for jobs, it’s really common that people don’t want to know as soon as you say what’s wrong”.

It is clear from looking at these attitudinal barriers, that as disabled people we often feel that the society in which we live characterises and labels us in a number of false ways.  This make us seem very different from everybody else. The effects of these assumptions and stereotypes upon disabled people reduce our life chances in terms of employment, in terms of our self-esteem and in terms of our enjoyment of life.  

There are some very commonly held misconceptions surrounding disability and disabled people, that are reinforced through a number of cultural media.  The examples presented here in this Report, of attitudinal discrimination that the Trailblazers have experienced, show that these attitudinal barriers remain firmly in place.  Disabled people, like all people, are individuals, with individual skills, needs and desires.  To act on stereotypical images, for example to tell a disabled person ‘they will not be able to do a job even though they are brave and courageous to try’, or to refuse to employ a psychiatric system survivor because ‘such people could be violent’, is to create a barrier to full and equal citizenship.  

However, the disabled people in this project did not meekly accept the non-disabled world’s view of them. Whilst it was clearly recognised that the effect of discrimination and oppression all too often led to low levels of self-esteem and confidence, the disabled people interviewed did not view this as an inevitable outcome of having an impairment.  On the contrary the way to overcome attitudinal barriers, as far as these people were concerned, was through assertiveness training, confidence building, and through disability equality training for themselves and for the disablist world in which they live.

Endnote

There still remains a large amount of ignorance and fear around disability. As Mike Oliver says:

“Throughout the twentieth century, whether it be in the novel, newspaper stories or television and films, disabled people continue to be portrayed as more than or less than human, rarely as ordinary people doing ordinary things.”  

(The Politics of Disablement 1990 Macmillan p.61)

Negative images of disabled people support our cultural assumptions that disabled people are not really human. There has been a growing recognition that dominant cultural images of disability violate disabled people and reduce their life chances. They do nothing to challenge cultural prejudice and fear, and do not provide disabled people with, it would appear, much needed positive role models. 


Organisational or Institutional Barriers 

                  experienced by disabled people

Summary:

1. The structure of work can often create significant barriers for disabled people.  These are often further complicated, and made worse, by the lack of speed and flexibility in support programmes aimed at assisting disabled people in employment such as Access to Work.

2. There is still clearly a benefits trap.  This is made worse by a lack of accurate and supportive information for disabled people on their rights.

3. The time it can take to see a Disability Employment Adviser from the Employment Service can be a significant barrier for disabled jobseekers.

4. Some disabled people have very limited knowledge of the structure of organisations which can be a serious barrier to their progression in employment.

Society and organisations create barriers for disabled people through decisions and policies that have overlooked the needs of disabled people.  These include policies and procedures that do not recognise that disabled people have individual capabilities, and different ways of doing things.  So when, for example, a visually impaired woman was told ‘Oh, you won’t be able to do the job, we had someone like you here before and they couldn’t do it’, this amounts to an example of this form of organisational barrier.  The effect is that they are barring all visually impaired people from that position.  The following story is somewhat typical:

A woman is employed on a seasonal basis. Whilst she feels that her impairment has little effect upon the way her employers treat her she would very much like to work full time.  She needs the money but finding a full time job is extremely difficult.  The main barriers identified by her are centred around finding a suitable job for, as she says: “How do I know if a job is suitable, if I can do it, until I have tried it?”  Her eyesight is extremely poor and she has difficulty in reading job advertisements at the Jobcentre.  The staff there, she says, are ‘particularly unhelpful’ and she has to rely upon a friend to go with her to read the adverts.  The obvious way around this is to see the Disability Employment Advisor. However, this woman says that:

“it can take weeks before you get to see one”.  

She feels she cannot afford to wait this long and so tries to find work for herself. She goes on to explain:

“This then means that if I can start a job, find that I cannot do it because of my condition and then have to stop doing it I risk losing my benefits.  This happened to me recently.  If on the other hand I had tried the same job but went via the DEA I would, I think, have lost no benefits as they allow a trial period.”

So for this women the basic barrier is the time it takes to see a DEA, the lack of accessible information about what jobs are available and what her employment rights are, and where to get information from.  An additional barrier in this case is not being able to afford to have her eyesight tested or to know if any help might be available to get free prescriptions.  Furthermore, the very nature of her work, the fact that it is seasonal together with the difficulties of negotiating the benefits system creates a further barrier.

This woman is not alone in experiencing the ‘benefits trap’. For one man the ‘benefits trap’ means that he can only work so many hours before he loses money:

“How can I ever get any money together if as soon as you start earning it they take it off the other end so you are always only receiving a small amount?”

And this man comments:

“I got very confused because the Jobcentre and the community college gave me conflicting advice.  I’m still confused about it.  If I do the course part-time I can’t get a work placement, but if I do it full-time I’ll lose being on sick.  And then I lose a lot of money but I don’t seem to be able to get the story straight from different people.”

Another unemployed Trailblazer talked about the “inflexible hours, too many unbending rules, the whole way in which the organisation conspires to make it extremely difficult for people who can’t work long periods of time” to gain employment.

Another man told us that he would like to change the work that he is doing, but he says:

“I know I can do wages and accounts and take letters and stuff like that because I have done so.  But here they don’t know I can do it.”

So it is his lack of knowledge of the structure of the organisation that he feels keeps him from getting promotion. 

One disabled person commented that there was an organisational barrier in the structure of projects and programmes designed to assist disabled people into employment.  The targets, which many funding providers impose, are constructed often without consideration of the discrimination issues which many disabled people face and can lead to a lack of effectiveness through inflexibility, and the temptation to “use” disabled people as target fodder.

Endnote

From the Trailblazers’ perspective the biggest organisational barrier they faced was that of the benefits trap. This has long since been identified as a disabling factor in the lives of disabled people. In 1976 UPIAS wrote:

“Benefits which are not carefully related to the struggle for integrated employment and active social participation will constantly be used to justify our dependence and exclusion from the mainstream of life – the very opposite of what is needed.” 

(Fundamental Principles of Disability, p15) 

This section has demonstrated how the welfare benefits system is a major barrier in the disabling process because it does not facilitate disabled people’s integration into mainstream employment. A further barrier is that the modern welfare system is so complicated that it would appear, through talking with the “beneficiaries” of this project, that people are very unsure of their welfare rights. In addition, people are given conflicting advice and some have been told different things by different professional agencies. The history of disabled people is a history of poverty and exclusion. The benefits in themselves are low, but when disabled people are struggling to find meaningful employment this system effectively keeps them not only on the poverty line, but also dependent upon the State. 

In addition, the time it can take to see a DEA can vary.  Most Trailblazers, however, reported that it can take weeks. This was experienced as a further barrier, and until disabled people can see an advisor within the same time scale as a non disabled person can, we cannot talk about equality in the employment field.

Barriers experienced by employers and trainers:

Many employers and training providers recognise the benefits of taking an inclusive approach to disabled people.  Still more realise that they have a responsibility under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995. Although there is clearly much goodwill towards the idea of employing disabled people, this research has identified that there was still a very significant level of ignorance and misinformation. 


Environmental and Physical Barriers 

experienced by employers and trainers.

Summary:

1. The fact that many employers and trainers are located in inaccessible buildings cause significant barriers.  This is compounded by the problems they experience in getting good advise on access provision.

2. The lack of knowledge about what constitutes a fully accessible building is a significant barrier and has a knock-on effect when disabled people who are not included in the access provision “complain” and are seen as ungrateful.

3. A lack of appropriate, and accessible equipment, and the knowledge of what is needed, and where and how to obtain it, is clearly a barrier.

Perhaps the most obvious, and certainly the easiest barrier for people to identify, is that of a flight of steps for a wheelchair user. And, indeed, this barrier was the most frequently discussed by employers and trainers, even if it was not a barrier that their workplace or training centre presented.  However, for one employer of a disabled person, working in a wheelchair inaccessible building had dire consequences for them, their staff and for the disabled individual.

“Our office is in a 19th Century, four storey, listed building. It has steep stairs, both inside and out, no lifts and no ramps. We have recently had an enormous and unexpected cut to our budget that means that people are being re-deployed and offices are closing.  Although the fact that X works from home was supposed to be a temporary measure, no offices have been found, and even if they were he would not be working with his work team. It certainly is not an ideal situation and when he was appointed it was believed he would be able to get into the building via Access to Work grants. There is no room outside for ramps, even at the back doors. A decision has already been taken to close the premises but as yet no future building has been identified and no one seems to know, or if they do they haven’t told me, when the move will happen. The fact that the building is inaccessible has enormous effects, ramifications, for X as an employee, but also on me as his manager. He is very isolated and he doesn’t understand the office culture at all.  He doesn’t have the opportunity to informally pick up information that normally goes on in an office, he’s not learning about the overall work of the service and it would be very desirable for him to know this. 

At the monthly team meetings he is very quiet but also he’s very defensive, which doesn’t make for an easy meeting.  He is not working to the level to which he was appointed – this is not his fault, but his confidence seems to have been shattered. If he’d been in the office he would receive more guidance and training, and he would understand more about what the team were trying to achieve.  We didn’t refuse him the job, he was the best applicant.  We thought we could work around issues of access, but we hadn’t envisaged the effects of being so isolated, that working from home would have.”

This employer goes on to say that:

“Overall this has been a very negative experience”.

This experience of a physical barrier to employment and its ramifications, knock-on effects, is echoed by a trainer who accompanied a trainee to an IT (information technology) assessment for a work placement:

“We knew that there was poor wheelchair access to the building but they had arranged for the test to be done in a different, rented room. I think X felt quite pressured by this, I thought he was immediately put at a disadvantage. Anyway they said that this person failed the test but afterwards I thought that it was more probable that they just couldn’t accommodate his wheelchair. You know it was just a small office space, but it left him very down for a while.”

In stark contrast, however, the majority of employers and trainers believed that if their building had flat access then it was obviously accessible to all disabled people:

“We are in a very accessible building”.

“The buildings are fully accessible.”

In both cases the researcher concerned could see that this was not necessarily true.  This was from their casual observation and experience of using the building themselves. Premises were generally wheelchair accessible but the entry phones, the non-contrasting wall, floor and furniture colours, the heavy fire doors and the glass partition doors, would present real barriers to people with a range of sensory and physical impairments.

This lack of knowledge over what constitutes an accessible building is a barrier to disabled people gaining meaningful employment.

Other employers and trainers were aware that they did not provide fully accessible premises but were very unclear as to how to get information and/or advice on this matter:

“There must be an organisation that can advise us on access issues and disability issues in general.”

“We would like to know what help is available but we don’t know where to even start looking.”

This lack of easily obtainable information for employers and trainers was clearly evident in the majority of the interviews, and presents a further barrier to the employment and training opportunities for disabled people. 

Another trainer illustrates that lack of access to appropriate equipment can equally be a barrier to employment and training:

“We had a VIP (visually impaired person) who had to give up the IT course they were doing because we had no accessible software available, he said he’d manage but he couldn’t and so he gave up. I don’t know what happened to him.”


Attitudinal Barriers 

experienced by employers and trainers

Summary:

1. Employers and trainers make decisions based on assumptions about what disabled people can do and want to do based on their own prejudices and ignorance. This is a major barrier for disabled people.

2. Employers and trainers find it difficult to separate a positive attitude from a patronising one.

3. A lack of Disability Equality Training results in a misunderstanding of disability issues.

One employer made the following remark:

“The jobs we have are suitable for disabled people.”

Our argument would be that any job is likely to suit some disabled person somewhere.  Disabled people have as wide a range of different skills, abilities and aspirations as non-disabled people.  A wheelchair user can be a heavy goods vehicle driver, a deaf person can be a world famous musician, someone with learning difficulties can be a manager.  But in that employer’s statement we see, neatly conveyed, the attitudes of so many people towards disabled people.  We are seen as a single group, rather than individuals.  In general we are not really fit for meaningful, paid work, and we obviously all share the same skills, aspirations and desires.  

The following comments, made by employers and trainers, highlight the attitudinal barriers that effectively keep disabled people in an oppressed position:

“A major barrier is that disabled people put their own barriers up – some are so unrealistic about what they want to do, some people have such unrealistic goals for themselves.”

“If people haven’t dealt with disabled people before, they are not quite sure .…they need training and information before the person starts.”

“Other people find him [the Trailblazer] difficult and awkward”.

“X is used to being administered to, and he expects others to do things for him. He is a very bad communicator.”

“His colleagues feel they have to pay the price for him not being able to get into the office.”

“We had one chap who had behavioural problems.  We found that difficult because he could flare up and he was hard to control during that period.”

“I wouldn’t say that she was really disabled.”

“We once had a client who had schizophrenia and we found it very difficult to deal with them.”

With these attitudinal barriers firmly in place it is hardly surprising that:

“The main barrier for disabled people is themselves. It is their own low self-esteem, lack of confidence and their attitudes towards themselves.”

“Some of the disabled people didn’t want to take part in the DET because they don’t like to be reminded that they are disabled.”

“We have had a lot of people who have lost their confidence and who find it difficult to mix and we bring them into a friendly environment and they gradually gain confidence.”

One trainer, attempting to gain work experience for a disabled trainee, recounted the following experience:

“I phoned this place to try and arrange an interview.  I was told: ‘Oh a disabled person can’t do the job.’ I asked: ‘Why not?’ ‘It’s just impossible, be realistic!’  ‘Why would it be impossible?’ Then she said: ‘Well, look love, I’ve had one of your people come round before and they came in and they knew for a fact that a disabled person couldn’t work here.’  And she rang off.  She didn’t even know what her impairment was. I didn’t pursue it, because of her attitude I wouldn’t have wanted the young girl to work there.”

And another trainer said:

“In general the employers do sometimes try to put me off saying, ‘I don’t think they would be able to cope.’”

“The job club leader thinks that a visually impaired trainee will need so much specialist equipment and specialist knowledge to be able to work with her. I’ve tried to talk with him but people’s attitudes are so difficult to change”.

One employer said that initially he was a “little nervous” at employing a disabled person because of:

“…people’s perception of disability.  Disabled people are not always fully accepted immediately by their workmates.  And also disabled people feel  ‘I’m in a wheelchair will the staff accept me?’  So everyone is on tenterhooks.”

And from another employer:

“When we took on X we were concerned about mobility issues but they don’t seem to be a problem.”

The following statement was made by a trainer:

“Disability Equality Training for both staff, new recruits and trainees would be really useful.”

This view was backed up by another person who stated:

“The lack of Disability Equality Training is a barrier for us because even when disability is covered by our Equal Opportunities Policy people just don’t know anything about disability.”



Organisational / Institutional Barriers 

experienced by employers and trainers

Summary: 

1. Recruitment policies tend to discriminate against disabled people.

2. A lack of information concerning a range of disability issues, including specific impairment related access issues, is experienced as a major barrier to the employment of disabled people by potential employers and trainers.

3. The lack of flexibility within organisations is a significant barrier, and a lack of understanding of the benefits of flexibility for all concerned.

4. Although a very significant support mechanism for disabled employees the process of applying for Access to Work is a real barrier.

Organisations, companies, institutions, businesses, agencies, associations, and so on, all create barriers to disabled people gaining and retaining employing and training.  All too often this is done, not through malice or intention, but rather through overlooking the needs of disabled people, and through failing to recognise where a barrier exists. In some cases the very nature of the work itself can become a barrier.

So, for example, when an employer said “the lack of speed to actually get the equipment [from the Employment Service]… and it was such a short project that we actually needed someone who could hit the floor running,” he is identifying two common barriers, which are not unique to this one company.  

The first is the barrier erected by the Employment Service in terms of the time it takes to get ‘Access to Work’ equipment.  This comment from an employer is typical:

“Time constraints – the lack of speed in getting appropriate equipment. It takes ages for the assessment date to be fixed, then they wanted a further assessment from more specialist people, with specialist equipment.”

The second barrier identified here is that of short contracts which are a feature of the modern employment market.  These do, however, unwittingly discriminate against disabled people.  For as one employer put it:

“If the project had been longer, and the equipment had arrived quicker…but a nine months project doesn’t allow for wasted time.”

And a trainer made the additional point: 

“Access to Work funding reassures some employers. Obviously this is not accessible for a twenty week placement.”

Another says:

“Prospective employers do not realise what support is available to them if they employ a disabled person.  No one seems to know about Access to Work.”

A bit later she adds:

“Employers think equipment and adaptations means enormous structural adaptations.”

So once more we see the fact that information is not readily available or easily obtainable.  This is a repeated cry from employers and trainers, who would like to be more inclusive, and they did not know how to reach disabled people in the first place:

“Finding out about where to get funding for special equipment. I believe there is a vast reservoir of information out there. I don’t think employers are given enough assistance in obtaining that information and as I say we have got minimum resources here and we are doing our best to tap in to different schemes and different organisations but I’d like a ‘one stop shop’ for information. I didn’t know there were specific papers aimed at ethnic minorities, since we started advertising there our numbers of applicants from ethnic minorities has increased. Now that you have told me of disability papers I hope more disabled people will apply, but I do find it difficult to get hold of information”.

“It is difficult on occasions to actually connect with people other than through the Jobcentres and DEAs”.

“I think more guidance for employers would be useful”.

“If I have experienced frustration it is not in the disability field as such. I think my frustration is making sure that the people out there are aware of our vacancies, then when they are aware of the vacancies what schemes are available if necessary to help.  I find that we have to do a lot of work as the employer with the contacts to actually fully recruit somebody and perhaps there should be more assistance available from the other side to the employer to say: ‘Right, have you got a job vacancy?’ ‘Yes’. ‘Who would you like to recruit?’ – ‘It’s open to anybody’. – ‘Can that person be in a wheelchair?’ ‘Yes’. So that we get more advice and guidance as an employer. Because we don’t know it all. We are doing our best here but I feel as though we could do with more assistance.”

“I would like to know how to recruit more disabled people. I have no idea where to go or how to go about this. But I am aware that we do not have many disabled trainees.”

Recruiting disabled people, whether as employees or as trainees, is primarily done through, as one employer put it, “various schemes”:

“We are trying to attract disabled applicants, I think we have done our best and I think it can be improved but we do try to recruit ‘people with disabilities’ through these organisations.”

The advantage of this for the employer is:

“More often than not people join us through a scheme or organisation so we know in advance if they need anything special.”

For other employers:

“We hope that through the recruitment process and the induction process we can find out if anybody has any specific needs but I wouldn’t say that we have questions specifically aimed at somebody’s disability.”

As we have seen, for some disabled people, not being given the opportunity to discuss with their employers and or trainers any specific assistance or needs that they might have can be a barrier to effective employment.

A further organisational barrier is highlighted by the following employer’s comment, who felt that:

“Not enough disabled people apply for the posts”

“If people don’t know we are looking for workers, if they don’t have the information…lack of information, particularly when applying for jobs, not in the right format…people can’t always go out and look for the jobs. Local Jobcentres are not usually a very comfortable place for disabled people”.

Whilst some other employers were able to claim:

“We have an excellent recruitment policy because we are targeting disabled people and we have to get it right.”

Other training agencies and employers had no specific recruitment policies aimed at recruiting disabled employees or trainees.  One employer did say:

“Our vacancies always pass through the DEA’s desk. Our job adverts carry the disability symbol and the ES are quite happy with our recruitment process.”

However the same employer then went on to say:

“We have sought advice from the Central Manchester Commission for Racial Equality, but we haven’t sought specific advice from a disability organisation. It came about from revising the policy with the Commission for Racial Equality. I am quite prepared to consult with a disability organisation, but I haven’t done so far. I have gone on my own experience.”

This highlights the fact that equality for disabled people is not as high on the political agenda as other equality issues. 

A different form of organisation barrier was raised by a trainer.  She commented that when speaking to potential employers:

“They often say ‘But we always do it like this’.  They have to see that they have to bend the rules to get the best out of people”.

Rules and procedures which are unthinkingly applied often result in a   barrier that disabled people have to overcome in order to gain entry into the field of employment.

5.  Action Points 

a)  Universal Action

A few specific initiatives could easily be covered, in whole or in part, with a number of the action points below:

1. Publication of employers guide to disability issues, with a ‘local’ section giving both local and national ‘for further information’ sections.

2. Publication of a locally tailored guide to employment and training for disabled people, to include information on their rights – DDA, benefits, Access to Work and so on.

3. Disability Equality Training for employers and training providers including an element of impairment specific information.

4. Tailored Disability Equality Training for disabled people with the option of an assertiveness training element.

5. Clear and accessible information and training is needed for employers, training providers, and disabled people, on the Disability Discrimination Act.

6. Information policies which ensure that information and communication can take place, or be provided, easily in a range of ways or formats.

 b)  Environmental and physical barriers

1. Transport:

1.1. Employers and training providers need to ensure that they have accurate information available for disabled applicants on local accessible and other public transport and parking and ensure people know it is available.

1.2. Employers and training providers need to review their parking arrangements and policies to ensure they are clear about reasonable adjustments possible to provide access for disabled people.

1.3. Everyone – employers and service providers, disabled people and the organisations supporting us - needs to use their available networks to bring pressure to bear on transport providers to offer a more inclusive service, particularly when it comes to information and timetables. We also need to lobby for more reliable public transport.

2. Inaccessible buildings

2.1. Organisations need to accurately assess the accessibility of their buildings to all disabled people, not just wheelchair users.  All buildings, with a little thought and planning, can be made accessible to the vast majority of disabled people. 

2.2. All organisations, regardless of whether they supply to the public, need to have systems in place for providing access information – including parking and public transport – for those visiting who may be suppliers or customers.

3. Knowledge, information and support on how to create an inclusive environment 

3.1. Organisations promoting the employment and inclusion of disabled people need to consider how information can be provided to employers and training providers, particularly SMEs (small and medium enterprises), on creating an accessible environment.

4. Accessible equipment

4.1. Knowledge of what is needed, and where and how to obtain it, needs to be provided to employers and training providers, and disabled people also need to be given a greater awareness of the possibilities.

d) Attitudinal barriers

1. Negative attitudes exist amongst employers, training providers, employment service providers, and colleagues 

1.1. Some positive image material needs to be developed to help “marketing” to prospective employers and others. 

1.2. The development of clear but encouraging information on the employment of disabled people needs to be developed by support organisations.

2. Employers need to ensure that their recruitment of disabled people accords with good personnel practice to ensure that the dangers of making decisions based on stereotypes are minimised.

3. Issues of internalised oppression need to be taken into account when structuring disability equality based training for disabled people.

4. Agencies set up to support disabled people need to look carefully at their verbal and written communication with employers, and also at the actions and comments they convey to disabled people, to ensure they convey positive, not patronising or negative images.

Organisational or institutional barriers

1. The structure of work and flexibility of organisations

1.1. Employers need to review their policies around flexible working (flexi-time, job-share, part-time and so on) and have a clear understanding of the reasonable adjustment requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act. 

1.2. Organisations need to give consideration to the benefits of flexibility for all concerned and how policies and procedures can be changed to ensure greater flexibility.

2. Benefits trap

2.1. Those organisations which support disabled people need to provide clear, accessible advice for disabled people.

2.2. Everyone needs to use their networks to bring to the attention of the Government cases where the benefits system is acting as a real (not assumed) disincentive to disabled people wishing to work

3. Disability Service provision including Access to Work

3.1. Organisations supporting disabled people need to try to work in partnership with the Disability Service of the Employment Service to maximise the service to disabled people, as well as supporting disabled people in complaining about unsatisfactory service.

3.2. Although a very significant support mechanism for disabled employees the process of applying for Access to Work is a real barrier.

4. Knowledge of the structure of organisations

4.1. Employers need to be aware that some disabled people have very limited knowledge of the structure of organisations and to develop ways of ensuring they are not further marginalised and discriminated against in their progression in employment.

4.2. Consideration could be given to providing disabled employees with a 'mentor' in addition to line manager (possibly a colleague who does not work directly with the new recruit) to discuss concerns and so on.

5. Recruitment and Employment policies and procedures

5.1. Organisations should review their recruitment and employment policies, and staff training programmes, and update them in the light of the Disability Discrimination Act.  For instance a clear policy and guidance on reasonable adjustments probably needs to be developed.

5.2. Good information and guidance needs to be developed for staff on Access to Work time scales and procedures, together with the development of clear procedures for bringing Access to Work applications into play.

5.3. Health and Safety training needs must be considered as this has a particular application to a number of disability issues, including stress and people with experience of the psychiatric system.

5.4. Consultation with professional disability consultants on Equal Opportunities and other related policies may be considered. 

5.5. Consider establishing partnerships and alliances with local organisations controlled by disabled people.  A link, for instance, with a local Deaf club, could prove useful in increasing recruitment from an untapped pool of talent.

5.6. Consideration should be given to applying to become a disability symbol (two-ticks) user.

5.7. A review of the support given to disabled employees needs to be undertaken.

Appendix 1

Interview schedule for use with employees/trainees

(This is intended as a prompt for interviewees)

1. Can you tell me what job/course you are doing?

2. Can you tell me for how long you have been doing this?

3. What were you doing before this?

4. Has it been difficult to get on this course/ find this job?

If Yes, Why do you think this was the case?

What do you think would have made it easier?

5. Is it the course/job you wanted?

If No – what would you have preferred

Why couldn’t you do this course/get this job?

6. What is the best thing about this course/job?

7. What is the worst thing about this course/job?

8. Is there anything about this course/job that you would like to change?

9. Is it easy to get to your place of work/training?

10. Is the building you are in easy to move around in?

11. Is the lighting in the building good for you?

12. Are your fellow students/workmates friendly?

13. Do you have any problems at work/college that have surprised you in any way?

14. Are you happy that you are doing this job/course?

15. What do you expect to be doing in a years time?

16. Do you know if any of your workmates/fellow trainees are disabled?

17. Do you know if any of your tutors/employers are disabled?

18. Has the place of training/work made any adaptations for you?

19. Would it be helpful if they did?

20. Have you discussed with your employer/trainer any specific requirements you might need?

Interview schedule for use with employers/trainers

1. Is this the first time you have knowingly employed/trained a disabled person?

2. Have you consulted with any specialists in access and employment issues for disabled people?


If yes – was this helpful?


If no - do you think this would have been helpful?

3. Have you had to make any changes in your work/training practices in order to accommodate the disabled trainee/employee?

4. Are you able to monitor in any way how the disabled employee/trainee is getting on?

5. Did you envisage any problems before you employed/trained the disabled person?


If yes -  has this arisen?

6. Did you discuss disability and impairment issues with the disabled person before they commenced employment/training?



If no - would this have been a good idea?



If yes - was this helpful?

7. Have there been any unforeseen difficulties or problems for you as an employer/trainer?

8. Have there been any unforeseen difficulties for other employees/trainees?

9. Have there been any unforeseen difficulties or problems for the disabled person?

Appendix 2

Sample of Letter to “Beneficiary”

Dear……….

Trailblazers

Breakthrough UK Ltd tell us you have been found (a job or training place) through their project.  We have been asked by them to write a report about the problems disabled people face getting employment and training, and keeping jobs.  We also hope to suggest some ways to improve things.

Our researcher, Fran Branfield, would like to interview you and your training provider about your experiences, especially on this project.  I have no name for the contact person at either place where you are training.  Can you please give the enclosed envelopes to your trainers at each course, as soon as possible.  I attach a copy for you so you know what I have said.  We are beginning interviews on 17 May.  These will be carried out where people are working or training.  They will all need to be completed by 8 June so we have a tight schedule.

Thanks for your help.  Fran looks forward to meeting you.

Yours sincerely,

Sample of letter and form sent to employer/training provider through the “Beneficiary”

To whom it may concern

(name of employer/training provider)

Trailblazers

I apologise for the impersonal method of address, but we are sending letters via project participants who we hope will know who to pass them on to!  I understand you have taken on (“Beneficiary”) through this project.  We have been asked by Breakthrough UK Ltd to write a report about barriers to the successful employment of disabled people, looking at the evidence from this project.  If those participating wish we will also create an organisation action plan to assist them to work more effectively with disabled people in the future.

Our researcher, Dr. Frances Branfield, would like to interview you, or any colleague you feel may have had a greater involvement in recruiting and/or training (“Beneficiary”), about your experiences.  She would like to interview you or your colleague and also (“Beneficiary”) separately, and would expect about one hour to be spent on each interview.  Fran will be travelling up from Oxford and we are therefore trying to arrange the interviews on specific dates.  

I would be very grateful if you could fax the enclosed form back as soon as possible to give us your preferred dates.  We are beginning interviews on 16 May and they will all need to be completed by 8 June, so we have a tight schedule.  

Your assistance is greatly appreciated, and Fran looks forward to meeting you.

Yours sincerely,

Trailblazers Research for Breakthrough UK

Organisation:
(Employer/training provider)

Participant:

(“Beneficiary”)

Contact Person in (employer/training provider):

Contact Person's telephone number:

Contact Person's fax number:

Contact Person's e-mail address if available:

Address where contact person and participant can be interviewed:

Interview: [please number against each interview date below to show your order of preference and if there are any that are impossible please put an X]

Preference Date


____

Wednesday 17 May - morning


____

Wednesday 17 May - afternoon


____

Thursday 18 May - morning


____

Thursday 18 May - afternoon


____

Thursday 8 June - morning


____

Thursday 8 June - afternoon

If any of those to be interviewed have any specific access needs for the interview please let us know here:

Action Plan [please tick as applicable] (employer/training provider) would like to take up the opportunity of having an action plan drawn up


We are not sure about the action plan process.  


Please ring the contact above to discuss



or ring _____________________ on ______________ to discuss        

Appendix 3

The authors

Equal Ability takes an equal opportunity approach to disability in any work we carry out, identifying the barriers that prevent disabled people being included and developing strategies and / or solutions to assist in their removal.  Equal Ability believes in carrying out research in line with good emancipatory practice. 

Equal ability brings into any project it undertakes, a team of disabled people to carry out the necessary work.  Our core team consists of seven highly qualified and experienced disabled people who are all disability equality trainers, but who also bring their own experience and expertise in fields other than disability to any project.  We also have a team of highly qualified Associates bringing skills from a wide range of complementary disciplines.  This strong human resource also enables backup to be given in the case of unforeseen delivery problems on the part of those originally assigned to a project.

This project was carried out by:

Dr. Frances Branfield Senior Researcher: Fran has a PhD in Disability Studies.  She has extensive research experience and has worked as a teacher.

Sue Maynard Campbell Project Co-ordinator: Sue is a qualified solicitor and has been working as a disability consultant in Yorkshire for over seven years.  She has carried out a range of disability research and project co-ordination.

This team has brought the following strengths to the project:

· Extensive experience of Disabled People's Organisations

All those in the team are involved in organisations of disabled people in management and/or development positions.

· Experience of conducting Social Research

Both Fran and Sue have extensive experience in this field.  From their recent or current work we can highlight:

· Fran's work under the management of Peter Beresford, Director of the Centre for Citizen Participation at Brunel University; conducting an evaluation of the Leonard Cheshire Disabled People's Forum and as a research associate with the Disability Research Unit, University of Leeds, carrying out research commissioned by the new Leeds Centre for Independent Living to determine the views, needs and requirements of disabled people in the local community.

· Sue's work for Nottingham City Council, Greater Nottingham TEC and the Employment Service, researching the needs of the disabled people and employers in order to develop a strategy to facilitate employment opportunities for disabled people and a year long project for the British Council of Disabled People in Yorkshire and the Humber in order to produce a pack of support material 'The Way Forward.

· Recently Fran and Sue have together run a series of focus groups with disabled patients in Harrogate, and produced a report on their experience to feed into the improvement of NHS services for disabled people.

· Recently Fran has conducted a number of focus groups with disabled people to learn their experiences of the NHS and Social Services and other statutory provision in conjunction with employment.  These are part of a project mapping rehabilitation and support services in the NHS Northern & Yorkshire Region.  Sue is a member of the Reference Group for this project.
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