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Executive Summary 

These days with the technology that we’ve got, 
disability doesn’t have to stop anyone doing anything.  
There are just different ways of doing things.
Introduction

New Zealand employers continue to report that the “skills shortage” is one of their biggest barriers to business success, however, some groups of people find it consistently difficult to obtain work that taps into their skills and talents. Research shows that disabled people form part of this latent talent pool.

A recent on-line survey conducted by the EEO Trust asked disabled people about their employment experiences in order to find out more about what they bring to the workplace, why their skills are under-utilised and what employers could do to effectively tap into their skills, energy and determination.

The survey received 368 responses which highlighted the achievements, commitment and talents of disabled people. While the respondents were very aware of their strengths and skills, many had found it hard to get a job and had come up against barriers that prevented them from making the contribution they were capable of at work.

Respondents said that as a result of their “disability” they had developed leadership skills, great strength of character, sensitivity, patience, a high level of intuition and the ability to think creatively. However, the attitudes of employers, managers and colleagues often limited their contribution to the workplace.

Respondents’ suggestions included: 

People with disabilities should be treated the same as “normal” people. A lot of people think just because I’m deaf I’m dumb! 
[Employers should] overcome their fear of my disability – it won’t hurt them, and it won’t cost them – it’s my impairment, and I take care of it myself.
Methodology and findings

The non-random on-line technique used for this survey imposes limitations on the generalisability of its findings to the New Zealand population. White collar occupations have more access to the Internet than other groups which may explain the large proportion (43%) of respondents working in professional and managerial roles. 
More women than men completed the survey but there was an even range of ages. The survey found that most respondents (57%) work 30-40 hours or more per week. Ten per cent of respondents were not currently in paid work and nearly all of these people indicated that they would like to be employed. 

A higher than average educational level was reflected amongst respondents; 48% had a degree and almost half of these were at post-graduate level, and 22% had trade or other vocational qualifications. According to Statistics New Zealand figures, 21% of New Zealand’s disabled population has a post-school qualification compared with 29% of people without a disability (Statistics New Zealand, 2002).

The key issues to emerge from the survey are:


· Disabled people are often highly educated and trained and bring a wide range of skills, talents and qualities to the workplace.


· A positive attitude by managers and colleagues is critical to successfully tapping into the skills of disabled people. Disability awareness training could make a difference to people’s attitudes and would certainly indicate to disabled workers that they are valued. 

· Flexibility around hours is the one most valuable initiative that workplaces could offer to enable disabled people contribute fully at work.


· Employees may need support if they acquire a disability.


· Businesses could benefit from being more aware of, and better utilising, the funding and support services available to them.

Attributes and skills

Over two-thirds of the 86% of respondents that have work felt their job was a good match for their skills and abilities. Respondents said that they brought a wide range of skills and attributes to the workplace. 


Good people skills and being reliable employees were identified by 90% of the respondents, closely followed by a good work ethic (88%), being enthusiastic and motivated (85%) and showing commitment to their employer (80%). 
Respondents said attributes such as flexibility, communication and a sense of humour were developed and enhanced due to having an impairment. More than half the respondents (51%) said they had leadership skills and some attributed the development of these to dealing with issues relating to their disability. These findings are confirmed in research that states that disabled people have change management and problem solving skills (Brake, 2001, Hall, 2002; Perry et al, 2000).
Difficulties getting a job
Most respondents (61%) had experienced problems trying to get a job. The main problems related to interviewers’ attitudes and the expectations of those involved in the recruitment process. Some respondents felt that even though an employer may promote an inclusive environment in their place of work, recruitment agencies can impose a selection bias before the interviews even take place.

Not reaching the interview stage was an issue for 58% of respondents and some felt this was due to acknowledging they had a disability. Many respondents said they were despondent about the recruitment process after having received numerous rejections and it was suggested that omitting any mention of disability was the only way to be selected for interviews.

When asked how employers could be more supportive of people with a disability during the recruitment process, three-quarters of respondents said employers should focus on the abilities and attributes of the potential employee rather than their disability. It was suggested that having a person with a disability on the interview panel could be a step towards overcoming attitudinal barriers and would put the job applicant at ease. More than a third of respondents felt that work placement opportunities and the use of an EEO logo or statement in job advertisements were useful.
Three out of four respondents indicated that a change in attitude and a focus on skills and abilities of interviewees was the key way of supporting people in the recruitment procedure.
Support in the workplace

When asked what support or assistance they required in the workplace, nearly half (46%) the respondents said the option of flexible working hours was important. 
Only a third of respondents required special or adapted equipment, such as a phone headset or the use of a laptop when working in the community. Some of the suggested individual equipment was relatively inexpensive and unsophisticated, for example, a trolley to carry files and a personalised footstool, however, the administration or “paperwork” required to obtain this equipment was noted as a barrier. 

Less than a fifth of respondents (18%) required modification of their duties. These changes included help with lifting or looking at ways to restructure the job. Building and workspace adaptations were required by 15% of respondents. 

On-going support and special assistance was needed by 21% of respondents and included one-on-one computer training specific to the person’s needs.  A job coach and special training were needed by 12% of respondents. Other forms of support mentioned included mentoring and peer support and a third of respondents felt that disability networks in the workplace would be useful. 

Seventy-one per cent of respondents had received on the job training to improve their skills, and nearly half (48%) had been promoted to a better job or to a more senior position.
When asked what kind of opportunities would make the workplace more supportive, the most popular option was flexible hours (57%), followed by equal opportunities for promotion and career advancement (54%). 

Nearly half the respondents (46%) wanted more support for employees who acquire a disability, and the same number wanted special leave for staff with disabilities in order that they could attend medical appointments during the day.
Forty per cent of respondents felt employers should utilise existing financial support schemes for adaptations and technology needed in the workplace. The same number wanted employers to make use of existing support services like Workbridge for on-going support.

Training on disability issues

Two-thirds of respondents (66%) felt training on disability issues for managers and staff would create a greater understanding and would challenge stereotypes held by both employers and colleagues. Some respondents felt that this training could be facilitated by someone with a disability. An understanding of, and commitment to, the New Zealand Disability Strategy was also seen as important. 

Sixty per cent of respondents wanted senior management commitment to employing and supporting disabled people, and the same percentage wanted a review of employment practices and policies to assess their impact on disabled people and identify and remove barriers. Over half (55%) felt it would be advantageous to train senior staff on managing people with a disability and the support services available to businesses, and half also wanted training for employers on the business benefits of employing disabled people.
Keeping a job 

Nearly half the respondents had found it hard to stay in a job at some stage, with women reporting this more often than men. The main reasons for this were, in order of importance: attitudes, opportunities, flexibility (including the ability to work part-time) and harassment. 

Managers’ attitudes were a barrier for nearly three-quarters of respondents. A quarter said they had been harassed by other staff and 35% by their employer or manager, with harassment taking the form of the way colleagues interact with disabled staff. This referred to language used by staff, which can be patronising and inappropriate, not being included socially, and colleagues or managers misunderstanding, or being insensitive to, their disability. The fact that disabled people need to perform tasks or do things differently is often interpreted as them making a less significant contribution or being less efficient.
The physical environment was only an issue for a small group of respondents; 17% where the employer would not change it and 13% where the employer was unable to change it. Some respondents were promised improvements to the work environment during job interviews but struggled to have these implemented. 

Fifteen per cent of respondents were not provided with the equipment needed for them to do their jobs and 14% felt they lacked the support they needed in the workplace.

The findings of this survey will contribute to the compilation of a comprehensive EEO Trust toolkit or resource pack to assist employers in creating a more versatile and inclusive workplace.
