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A Project of the Burton Blatt Institute at Syracuse University
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Moderator:  Shelley Kaplan

SHELLEY KAPLAN: Good morning, everybody. This is Shelley Kaplan and welcome to a special presentation by Dr. Arie Rimmerman. Can somebody let me know you're hearing me okay. 

CHRISTY DUNAWAY: I hear you fine, Shelley.

SHELLEY KAPLAN:  Online with us today, we have members of the Southeast DBTAC’s Affiliate Leadership Council and Executive Leadership Council representing researchers, consumer groups and state agencies. Dr. Rimmerman, we really are delighted to have you join us today. We are looking forward to engaging one of your post-doctorial candidates, who hopefully, will spend the year with us in Atlanta to help implement our new research agenda.  We are very excited to have the opportunity to learn from each other and share our respective work concerning employment discrimination and corporate culture. I’m sure we have much to learn as we explore the similarities and differences concerning employer attitudes between the U.S. and Israel.

Dr. Arie Rimmerman earned his doctorate in social work from Adelphi University and MA from School of Social Work at Bar Ilan University. He currently is a professor at the University of Haifa in the school of social work and he's the former dean and faculty member of social welfare and health sciences program at the University of Haifa. He's a board member of many, many organizations involving people with disabilities. He's a prolific writer in the arena of people with disabilities, employment discrimination and employment culture in the hiring of people with disabilities. He is also a frequent speaker with all levels of government primarily in Israel. He recently addressed the Knesset and received an award for his work. Dr. Rimmerman, the floor is yours. 
ARIE RIMMERMAN: Good morning and thank you for the introduction. I have started my research on employers’ attitudes toward employability of people with severe disabilities in 1989, during my sabbatical year in New York. This was a national study done two years before the ADA was enacted and signed. I will present findings published in numerous journals. I think the findings are extremely important and can teach us about the major issues in terms of employer attitude. 

Aside from the national research, we have done also a study in New York State on the major companies in New York State. The study was published in 1991 in the International Journal of Rehabilitation Research. In addition we studied longitudinally few studies— on job placement of people with all kinds of disabilities especially those employed in the supported employment model. This is a history of almost 22 or 23 years. In 1997, we did a comparable study on Israeli employers’ attitudes toward the employability of people with severe disabilities. Finally, we studied also the status of people with disabilities in extended and sheltered employment programs in Israel. Unfortunately, we found that many people with severe disabilities were not integrated in competitive employment. 

I'm going to share with you our core findings; what can be learned about employers’ attitudes? And, what are the major conclusions and future directions?

Unfortunately, the employment rate of people with disabilities has increased slightly since the last 1980s. The question is why?  When we examine employers’ general attitudes toward people with disabilities we find that their attitudes are favorable. In fact, employers don't have negative attitudes toward hiring people with severe disabilities. The problem is that their positive attitudes are not translated to actual hiring. I'll share with you some of the reasons for the discrepancy between their attitudes and actual behavior in the end, but let's review the major findings. 

The medical model focuses on the person and not the environment. Therefore, inability to work is viewed as the person’s fault.  In the mid '70s, early '80s the rehabilitation theory has shifted from the medical model to person in environment conceptualization. The effort was to match between the person with disability and the environment needed for his/her functioning.  There are many studies done in the Midwest, Wisconsin, Minnesota that tried to match between the person with disability and the kind of job that fits him/ or her the most. Going back to the medical model, it is true that employers express their concern about hiring individuals with mental disabilities. They are less concerned about workers with blindness or epilepsy. 

Employers feel comfortable with people with physical disabilities but are concerned about workers’ lack of social skills or mental and emotional problems. The medical problem or kind of disability is important information, but it's not the only the main reason for hiring people with disabilities.  We found the most important variable that can predict hiring, at least in the Israeli study, was employers’ previous experiences with people with disabilities.  If you have experience with workers with disability, the chance is that you will tend to hire a new worker with disability. If you don't have any experience, then the chance of hiring is quite low. So it's like the chicken and the egg, you know. You need experience in order to hire, but if you don't have experience, you don't hire.  

QUESTION:
Is that regardless of whether the experience is positive or negative? 

ARIE RIMMERMAN:  Regardless. In the '70s or '80s we believed we had to be very careful about exposing people with disabilities to work. We were concerned about exposing too much and therefore, we tended to place in sheltered or structured environments and less in competitive employment. The key is our professional views and values—do you believe that a person with disability has the potential to cope with real work.

What did we find in our Fortune 500 study? We found that larger corporate employers were more willing to hire people with disabilities in their workforce because they had more opportunities and appropriate personnel. By the way, this finding stands against the existing logic of the '60s and '70s-get a small employer, that is accessible and friendly. So we found that large corporate employers, measured by size of corporation, number of employees, have greater inclination to hire. This finding is consistent with our Israeli study of 1997. It is clear that large employers are the targets of any future intervention. I saw the listing that you have [Southeast DBTAC Business Leadership Council]. I think you have -- some of them are part of Fortune 500 capital. So, what does it mean for small companies?

In Israel, about 2/3 of the small companies has changed every 7 years.  It is clear that there is less stability for people with disabilities. I'm not advocating to avoid small companies but to be aware that they are less stable than large corporations. 

However, there are people with disabilities that prefer to work in small companies and self-employment. They think that small companies are flexible and self- employment has other benefits. Well, self-employment is a different thing, you know, and by the way, different people choose self employment. This is a very interesting area to examine. 

So what about type of employment? In the '70s and '80s professionals thought that people with specific disabilities fitted one type of employment.  People with intellectual disabilities were placed in food services like McDonald's, etc.  Blind people were placed in telecommunication and so on. Our research did not support any association between type of employer or industry and favorable attitudes toward employing people with specific disability. 

Employers are concerned about productivity, absenteeism, turnover, dealing with tough situations on the job, the impact on coworkers and fears about cost and insurance. These are real concerns and we have to take them into consideration. They exist. You cannot hide these.  We are talking about real facts.  

There are areas that need additional research. We don’t know what are the differences in attitudes between top and mid management?  There is a trend among large corporation to express social responsibility and hire few people with disabilities. This trend has not been studied.  I have a mix feeling about this trend. It helps the image of the company but does it improve the national hiring rate of people with disabilities?

What can be learned from social movements?

COMMENT: Yeah. But very interesting move. I commend the group. 

ARIE RIMMERMAN: A lot can be learned from Richard Scotch’s book From Good Will to Civil Rights: Transforming Federal Disability Policy because it explains about what happened to the disability movement prior to the ADA. It is interesting to see what has been the impact of disability rights legislation (like the ADA) on the disability movement. It is clear that government plays an important role.

COMMENT: No Pity is another one.

ARIE RIMMERMAN: What are other employers’ concerns? Several employers tend to sacrifice quality of performance in exchange with reliable and dependable employees. However, they often calculate the cost of hiring a person with severe disabilities. They express concern about the impact of hiring on co-workers and particularly their productivity. 

COMMENT: So I know that you did some work on that area, the court cases on people addressing productivity. Maybe you can talk about it more to give examples. 

COMMENT:  Well, just the trade-off in terms of the cost for an accommodation and the benefits. This area needs additional research. 

ARIE RIMMERMAN: As mentioned earlier, our research has examined executives’ attitudes. It is unclear what the role is of direct supervisors in hiring and integrating an employee with disability. Do they have more contact with the employee with disabilities?  We need to expand our knowledge about the relationship between direct supervisors and employees with disabilities within the corporation. A friend of mine has studied recently the transaction between supervisors and workers with disabilities in a plastic factory.  She found that the most important time to examine integration in the workplace is the breaks. Employees with disabilities are concerned about their acceptance by others.  

COMMENT:
Another way of looking at that is that in the U.S. under the ADA reasonable accommodations only covers what you need to do the job and that being able to socialize during break isn't included in that. 

SHELLEY KAPLAN:  That’s not entirely true. Under Title I, reasonable accommodation applies to the entire employment continuum, including in part, the social aspect. If there is a break room, an office party or training, you're supposed to provide reasonable accommodations to ensure an equal opportunity for people with disabilities to participate. There is also protection from harassment and retaliation. You can't have a hostile work environment. 

COMMENT: All I'm saying is that using the kitchen, all right, is not part of the work environment and it's not an organized break. I mean in other words, the social space doesn't have to be made accessible and if the social space isn't accessible, physically accessible to somebody say in a wheelchair, they can't get to the space where everybody else is taking the break, therefore, they're not participating fully in the workplace, not by their own choice as in the case you cited but because the -- they're unable to. Sometimes it's the employer who puts you in special accommodations that you will have less exposure to others. 

COMMENT: And therefore, this kind of an anecdote should be studied solely because the job is not only the kind of work you are doing, just the production.  And sometimes the building is set up as such that if you're in a space that is accommodates your needs, maybe employees…the social interactions, the informal social interactions just by virtue of who you pass and see during the day. We had a student who did a study in this building and the people we surveyed said those least satisfied with their jobs were not because of the work they were doing but because of social interactions possibilities where the people with disabilities were located themselves. It was a small study because we have few people but it was a pilot to look at a methodology we were using to understand how the building was set up, not just from a physical accessibility standpoint but by informal social meetings. 

ARIE RIMMERMAN: The enclave model is far from integration. Sometimes employees with disabilities are excluded from other workers and are underpaid. So I think you need to examine carefully the place and accommodation. We have to look at the whole picture. We cannot look just at productivity or technical aspects. 

PETER BLANCK: You know what's interesting about the commenter’s point is one of the leading ADA cases written is called Van Zande, which is kind of an infamous case. He denied the accommodation and it was about this woman who used a wheelchair and wanted to not have to use the maintenance sink to get her coffee because that's the only one she could reach as opposed to an accessible sink. What's interesting about that is the judge who was a very important judge in the country and has written about accommodations said it was not at all unreasonable for her to have to use that kind of excommunicated sink because why should they go to the cost of making the other accessible? 

COMMENTER: Correct. And so they get socially isolated. Part of the problem in this building is you can't get up the stairs.  We don't have an elevator.  So all of the people in wheelchairs have to work on this floor. Now they can do their job, but they're socially isolated from anything that goes on upstairs.  In our future research maybe we need to build something in to see whether it's economic. I mean I think your point the overall point here is it's not just about the production that you do at your desk or at your work, but it's the work site in general.

ARIE RIMMERMAN: But traditionally we measure people only and I'm not talking about the ICF model, the new model but the old model we measure them by income, number of hours on the job and the kind of position but not on social integration, whether you are integrated on the job. This is something that has to be included I think.  

SHELLEY KAPLAN: Two points. My understanding from a nonlegal perspective is that Congressional intent was to look at the whole continuum of employment; this should include all the benefits of employment including all these social types of experiences. However, I don’t think they understood it enough to put some guidelines in place and I think that  this is where some research would be warranted to explain what they meant by the whole continuum of employment. Secondly, what this discussion is telling me in terms of impacting service is that our independent living centers and any other organization that concerns itself with job readiness training programs needs to be looking at this particular aspect as well, not just the actual skill set to do a job but this whole interpersonal part of how you get along on the job and how you become integrated. 

ARIE RIMMERMAN: In conclusion:  The most important variable that predicts employers’ hiring employees with disabilities is experience. The question is who will provide work experience to people with disabilities? It is important that employers will provide people with disabilities work experience. Government’s policy should be directed toward encouraging employers to provide people with disabilities work experience. Employers are positive about hiring but they do not have enough experience with people with disabilities.  The lack of contact and experience raises concerns and fears of hiring. 

PETER BLANCK: Professor Rimmerman is about to write the leading text on the new Israeli disability law. I think you might tell them a little about the new law. 

SHELLEY KAPLAN: Can we first see if anybody from our listening audience has other questions you have at this point? 

QUESTIONER: I have one question. When you're talking about employers experience with people with disabilities, have you looked at whether it's personal experience, somebody in their family or whether you talking more globally they have hired people with disabilities in the past? 

ARIE RIMMERMAN:  Employers who have relatives with disabilities are not necessarily more positive than others toward hiring employees with disabilities.   

QUESTIONER: Thank you. That's good. 

SHELLEY KAPLAN: Other questions?  Okay. Then we have a few more minutes to talk about Israel’s law.

ARIE RIMMERMAN: Our law is similar to the British; something between the U.S. and the British. The Israeli ADA was enacted in 1998. I served as a consultant to the committee who wrote the first draft of the law. The legislation was implemented gradually because of members of Israeli Parliament were concern about the cost of accommodation.  The Israeli Law has three chapters:  employment, accessibility and commission on disability rights.  The commission role is to advocate for disability rights. In 2006, the Israeli Parliament added two additional chapters and expands the implementation. 

SHELLEY KAPLAN: We are about out of time. Thank you Dr. Rimmerman. I want to thank and you leave on a note of what you just said. One of my frustrations regarding the U.S.’s implementation, enforcement if you will, is that we have a clear set of guidelines, a clear set of regulations about how to implement the Americans with Disabilities Act yet when the Department of Justice intervenes, such as with its Project Civic Access, they come in do an assessment of a city and end up with a “negotiated” settlement agreement.  And so to me it's very frustrating as to why they are settling when the regulations are very clear. Why is a negotiated settlement an acceptable outcome of that process? I find that very perplexing being a nonattorney, but with that I want to thank you very much. I think this was really a wonderful opportunity to hear some of the work going on in Israel, to hear a lot of similarities in what we are experiencing regardless of a difference in a law. So I'm looking forward to continued talks and exploration together employer attitudes, corporate culture and what together, we can do to make a difference. Thank you to those online with us today. [Applause] 

