	TUC Commission on Vulnerable Employment (COVE) call for evidence– A response from the Employers’ Forum on Disability.
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Organisation: Employers’ Forum on Disability
Position held: Information and Policy Manager

Address: Nutmeg House, 60 Gainsford Street, London, SE1 2NY England

Employers’ Forum on Disability (EFD)

EFD is the authoritative employers’ voice on disability as it affects business, representing over 400 major employers in the UK.  EFD works closely with disabled people, government and other stakeholders, sharing best practice to make it easier to employ disabled people and serve disabled customers. 

EFD’s mission is to mobilise the power of our members to promote the economic and social inclusion of disabled people. For 16 years EFD has been successful in driving forward employer engagement and sets the standard by which business and public sector measure their performance on all aspects of disability.

Employers’ Forum on Disability response

1. What are the different factors that impact on the power relationship between employers and workers, and therefore place workers at risk of vulnerability?

a) What impact, if any, do any of the following factors have on the balance of power between employers and workers, and therefore upon the chances of someone being at risk of experiencing vulnerable employment? 

Personal characteristics

Employers Forum on Disability is surprised that the consultation makes no reference to disability being a feature of vulnerability. As an employer’s organisation, we work closely with employers to promote best practice in disability and employment. The experience of our members tells us that without employers taking specific action on disability, their disabled employees are vulnerable.

The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) defines disability as “a physical or mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on his ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities.”

Disabled people find themselves in a vulnerable position in employment and in the workforce generally. 

· Nearly one in five people of working age (6.9 million, or 19%) in Great Britain are disabled.
 

· Only 50% of disabled people of working age are in work, compared with 80% of non-disabled people
.

· Disabled graduates are more likely to be out of work than non-disabled individuals with no formal qualifications.

Even where disabled people have been able to access training and skills, this does not result in them being less vulnerable in their employment. 
There are a number of issues and barriers that disabled people face that can lead them to being in vulnerable employment. Physical barriers such as inaccessible buildings and workstations, issues such as bullying, or low expectations and discriminatory policies can result in disabled people being vulnerable in the workplace.  

Vulnerability in employment can manifest itself in a variety of ways. A lack of opportunity for progression within the workplace can be as unsettling and frustrating as lack of security in one’s existing position. Disabled people are under-represented in senior positions across the workforce. There are barriers not only to getting a job but staying in a job and getting promoted. This meets the definition of vulnerability as “uncertainty and injustice”. 

The Commission has identified health as a characteristic of vulnerability. It is important to distinguish between disability and ill-health. Ill-health is a temporary condition that is likely to result in a significant amount of time off sick, which is ultimately what will make the worker vulnerable. Disabled workers do not take any more time off sick, on average, than non-disabled workers. A person with a visual impairment, for example, may well be disabled but may be in perfectly good health and require no time “off sick”. What makes them vulnerable is negative perceptions about their ability, rather than their amount of time off sick.

The formal employer / worker relationship

The formal employer/worker relationship can have a big impact on the vulnerability that any employee can experience. Line managers have a responsibility to make sure their staff are treated fairly and have the same opportunities as all other staff in the organisation. 

Where an employee requires reasonable adjustments to be made, the line manager, with support from their employer, will need to deal with this. In order to provide this support line managers need to be fully trained on disability competence. Disabled people that require non-financial adjustments, such as flexible working, re-working of a role or emergency leave are particularly reliant on having an understanding line manager. 

Wider social factors

Disability still has a social stigma attached to it in the UK. People with visible disabilities, such as wheelchair users, face discriminatory preconceptions and attitudinal barriers in day-to-day life as they do in employment. People experiencing mental health difficulties can also face discrimination. 

The British Social Attitudes Survey 2006/07 found that 50% of people would not want someone with depression as a neighbour, and 75% would not want someone with schizophrenia as a neighbour. Of course, the people that hold these attitudes are not simply “the public” – they are individuals who are employees, line managers, Chief Executives, customers – anyone that disabled people come into contact with in the workplace. Preconceptions about mental ill-health can also directly affect assessment of performance abilities or ability to cope with workplace pressure or absenteeism, leaving the employee vulnerable to discrimination or negative assessment.

b). What are your views on the relative impacts of different factors? For example, do particular factors place people at higher risk of vulnerability than others?

EFD believes that disability places employees at a higher risk of experiencing vulnerable employment than employees with other vulnerable characteristics.

Disability confidence
 is different to diversity. There is an assumption by most employers that diversity is about treating people equally by not discriminating. However, on disability an employer has to treat people differently to treat them fairly. 

A business cannot be diverse if it is not disability confident. Disability confidence makes an employer accessible to those who need the door open the widest. This makes it easier for everyone to get through. The risk with diversity is that, by valuing everyone equally, no one group gets the specific support it needs.

Support for employees varies depending on their needs and issues. The barriers and vulnerability that a disabled Bengali woman faces will be different to the vulnerability that a non-disabled Bengali woman faces. The way that vulnerability is addressed will differ for issues around their BME status, their gender, and their disability. 

2. What are the employment experiences of vulnerable workers like?

The experiences of disabled people in the workplace are often not positive. Getting reasonable adjustments put in place can take time, even where Access to Work is being used. The proportion of disabled workers in either full or part-time work who receive low pay is 10% higher than that of non-disabled workers
.   

A good indicator of employment experiences can also be number of cases going to Employment Tribunal. In 2006-07, there were more disability discrimination than race discrimination cases being taken to Employment Tribunal. Whilst this is not a definitive barometer, it is indicative of the relative levels of disability and race discrimination occurring in the workplace.

3. What is the scale of vulnerable employment?

a). Does the scale of vulnerable work vary between workers with particular personal characteristics, formal relationships with employers and types of employment?

The scale of vulnerable employment can vary between employees with different impairments. Employees with mental health difficulties can be particularly vulnerable in the workplace, given the stigma attached to mental illness in society. Disabled people with mental health problems in the UK have one of the lowest employment rates of all impairment categories, at only 21%
. The employment rate for people with learning disabilities is only 10%
. This vulnerability can take the form of low expectations and preconceptions of capabilities of the individual, as well as bullying or harassment from work colleagues. 

A lack of qualifications is also a significant factor for disabled people when seeking or retaining employment.  Disabled people are more than twice as likely as non-disabled people to have no qualifications – 26% as opposed to 10% for non-disabled people
.
c). What are likely future trends in vulnerable employment?

The government has pledged to attain an overall employment rate of 80% by 2020.  This will require a further 1 million disabled employees to be in work.  To achieve this, a significant number of disabled people currently not in work will have to be employed. This means that either those employers who currently employ disabled people will need to employ more, or it means that employers not currently employing disabled people will need to start. Particularly in the latter case, disabled employees are likely to be vulnerable in the workplace.

Disability birth rates and demographic changes are impacting upon the labour market workforce. People are living and working longer. Currently, only 17% of the disabled population are born with their disability
. However, that trend is changing. By 2020 it is estimated that there will be 500,000 less children overall, but there will also be a further 500,000 disabled children
.  This is due to advances in medical science meaning children with complex needs that would previously have died are now surviving into childhood and beyond. More disabled children will therefore result in more disabled adults. 

Age will also play an increasing role in exposing employees to vulnerability in the workplace. There is an aging population. 40% of the English population were over 45 in 2004, the age at which the incidence of disability begins to increase
. Currently, 33% of workers aged 50 - 65 in the UK have a disability
, and this is likely to increase. Employers will need to respond to this trend by ensuring they take steps to reduce the vulnerability of their disabled staff. 

What are the solutions to vulnerable employment?

EFD believes that disabled employees will only become less vulnerable as employers become more disability confident. This means not only having clear policies, practices and procedures around disability, but also implementing them and making sure they are understood across the organisation. It means line managers being trained and supported to manage staff with disabilities. It also means promoting the clear business case for employing disabled staff, underpinned by enforcement of legal protection against discrimination. 

EFD recognises the positive work that TUC have done previously supporting it’s disabled members. However, we urge TUC to recognise disability as a key factor in vulnerability in the workplace. The inclusion of disability as a key factor of vulnerable employment, separate from ill-health, is essential in tacking vulnerability of all workers in the workplace.

6.What other evidence and information should the Commission be considering?

EFD would be happy to work with the TUC on improving the performance of employers on disability. We have developed a best practice method of working with employers, taking them through the journey of engage, equip, deliver and would be happy to share our experience with TUC.
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� Office of National Statistics, Labour Force Survey, Sept – Dec 2006


� Office of National Statistics, Labour Force Survey, Sept – Dec 2006


� A disability confident organisation understands how disability affects its talent pool, its people, its customers and markets, its product development and the communities in which it operates. Such employers have the disability ‘know how’ and confidence needed to remove systematic barriers whilst empowering individuals at the same time.


� Monitoring poverty and social exclusion 2006, Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2006


� Labour Force Survey, June 2005


� http://www.mencap.org.uk/html/about_mencap/what_we_do.asp


� Office of National Statistics, Labour Force Survey, Sept – Dec 2006


� Work for Disabled People - The Achilles' heel of Labour's welfare-to-work agenda, Institute for Public Policy Research, 2003


� Disability 2020: Opportunities for the full and equal citizenship of disabled people in Britain in 2020, Institute for Public Policy Research, 2007


� National Office of Statistics, Census Update 2003 and Labour Force Survey, June 2005


� Labour Force survey 2005
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