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slow learner, stated that she wouid like employers to realize that disabled
workers are different, and need to be treated differently in comparison to able-
bodied workers:
They seem to try and treat them all the time like a normal person and that
doesn't work with everybody. They get upset faster. They are more
sensitive than some other people are. If they don't do the job well, instead
of putting them down, keep showing them how to do it right. and if they
can't do it, don't get mad at them. Put them somewhere else; find them
something else that they can do. They get frustrated at them because they
can't do it. It's not their fault. You know. Yelling and screaming at
somebody just doesn't do it for me.
For many of the women interviewed with psychiatric and learning disabilities,
problems arose because they were not able to perform the required duties of a
particular job without some additional training or assistance along the way.
Statements like Jenny’s show the real concerns the women have about
employers’ demands. Their experiences suggest that while there are some
positive outcomes, there seems to be a need for the employers to be more
sensitive to the needs and also the capacities of women with disabilities, and an
attempt to negotiate a workable schedule for the women that also fits the needs

of the employers. This may be easier said than done however, since it

challenges the prevailing shift toward greater flexibility for employers.

4.3 Women'’s experiences: The Labour Process
The women interviewed for this study often had a good sense of what they
thought were the qualities employers were looking for in ideal employees. They

also recognized that there was a tension between what employers wanted and
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what they, as disabled women, were able to give as employees. In the context of
interviews, the women talked about their experiences at work, and the ways in
which aspects of the labour process made this tension apparent. Their
statements are organized here under three sub-headings that reflect the themes
that emerged from interviews: (1) emotional and embodied performance; (2)
speed of work; and (3) multi-tasking and teamwork. Throughout, there is a sense
that the women often confront a difficult, and sometimes impossible, choice
between attempting to approximate the employer's ideal but risking emotional
and physical costs or doing the work as best they can but risking the loss of

employment.

Emotional and Embodied Performance

As previously stated the service sector often requires a great deal of emotional
performance from its workers. Seymour (2000) argued that the way potential
employees represent the company (and the company’s products) can be more
important than the skills that the worker possesses. Gender is also an issue
within the service sector, as it is disproportionately women holding service sector
employment. There is an emphasis placed on performance in the service sector,
which Hochschild (1983) argues can be emotionally and physically draining for
any worker. Thinking about disabled workers, the performance aspect can be
doubly draining, because not only are the disabled workers attempting to perform

as required by the employer, they must also attempt to manage their disability.
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Again, the performance aspect of service work will affect the women differently
with regard to the type of disability. Some service sector positions would cause
certain responses from women with different disabilities
Women with psychiatric and learning disabilities, for example, may have
problems providing ‘appropriate’ emotional performances at work. Although
women are often aware of what is expected from their performance, sometimes
they cannot comply. Some workers explained that they felt they did not “fit in”
and/or were anxious in social interactions at work. This has many implications
because of the nature of service sector work, where work often revolves around
interaction with customers, co-workers and supervisors. Helen, for example, had
chronic depression and had worked in food service as a waitress. She described
the pressure she felt from her manager to provide the right kind of emotional
performance:
Because | felt really — overwhelming ... but, at times | felt like he was just
like, watching me. Like, not... | don’t know how to word it, he was just
watching me when | was working. | don't know. The way that | was talking
to customers and stuff like that | guess. | don’t know, but that was my
feeling about it.
Similarly, Karen who also had chronic depression discussed her experiences in a
food service job that she had recently left:
Employers, of course, they want to see your attitude and they want to see
how you come across like communication and your level of confidence.
It's just not there. | can pretend to be confident. | get really, | get good
days and | get bad days and some days I'm just like “rrrrrr”. So, in the
service industry it seems like most of the jobs, like these are just
assumptions... you're a person who a great attitude all the time. Some

people are less patient than others. I'm not a very good candidate for
those kinds of jobs.
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Like Helen, she also found that her manager was attentive to the kind of
emotional labour she was performing at work, and would remind her when things
were not done properly:

The one job every few days the guy was saying “smile” | would realize it.

“Oh yeah sorry”. He was always saying, “Why don’t you ever smile, and

you're pretty and young you've got the whole world ahead of you, you

should be happy”.
The women are aware of the emotional performance that is required by the
employers; however they realize that they are often unable to fulfill the
performance requirements. The women must negotiate within themselves a way
to perform adequately, for fear of losing work. Although both women recognize
that they may not be ideal candidates for service work, they both also worry that
this is the only type of work open to them.

In other settings, women noted problems in dealing appropriately with co-
workers. Kate, who was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, explained that she
struggled on a daily basis both with customer relations and in dealing with
colleagues:

Well, it's a struggle, it's just always a struggle. | have to pace myself more

and | have to make adjustments and when I'm feeling good, try to get

more done and just dealing with others around me when I'm feeling
irritable or I'm down or something like that, it's hard. | don't feel like | blend
in as well, you know, the lunchroom or anything.

These situations can be difficult not least because the interactions are draining,

and Kate struggled to provide an appropriate and consistent emotional

performance. Atthe same time, her concerns that she couldn’t always do this led
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her to avoid interactions, sometimes spending time in the bathroom to get away.
As a result, she felt somewhat marginalized at work.

Although women with psychiatric and learning disabilities were more likely
to describe issues with emotional labour, it was also a concern for women who
had physical disabilities. For example, women coping with chronic pain from an
injury or from a condition like arthritis or fibromyalgia might also find it difficult to
sustain appropriate emotional performances for customers and co-workers when
they are tired and irritable as a result of the pain.

Although Hoschild and others have offered extensive discussion of
emotional labour, this discussion has not been connected to the issue of bodily
performance, which plays an important part in many service sector jobs. Bodily
performance is a part of ‘aesthetic labour’ in the sense that how the worker looks
and carries her/himself communicates something about the service that is being
provided. Emotional and aesthetic forms of labour are related, in the sense that
both are used by workers in the interests of making a sale or satisfying a client’s
demands, and also to portray a particular kind of corporate image.

Many of the disabled workers interviewed were aware of the importance of
appearance in the service sector. Some women with visible disabilities were
conscious that they did not necessarily fit into embodied image that companies
were looking for. Angela, who has a form of arthritis, comments on how she
looks compared to what she believes employers want her to look like:

It's the physical thing. A lot of people with disabilities look different. Like

it's affected my face, my hands and some people it affects their speech. It
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actually has affected my speech a bit, but not obviously. Um, | think that's
part of the discrimination. They want people to look young and heaithy...
quick and vibrant and they forget about the other deeper values.

For other women with disabilities that were less visible, a strategy was to try to
approximate how they think employers expect them to physically appear. Many
women noted the importance of appearance. Karen, who has clinical depression,
discussed what she believes is expected from employers:

Oh, okay. The clothes you have, some places they expect you to look
nice. Not just at an interview, but when you start working... like if you work
in a bar or something, like you, you got to look stylish.

While the issue of appropriate appearance is one that confronts all women in
these types of occupations, women with disabilities — even if they do not look
visibly ‘different’ — may still confront additional challenges. Liz, who has chronic
back pain and irritable bowel syndrome, describes the dress code and what we
might think of as the ‘bodywork’ required at a retail store where she had been
employed:

It's kind of like a high-class body shop place... you have to be kind of
dressy. You have to have like the skirts on and you know high-class sort
of appearance. So especially in there, you couldn’t be sitting down on
stools. Ha ha ha. | mean, you were in heels. You know, | was in kind of
low-slung heels. Pumps or something, but even that was kind of getting to
my back. Like you couldn’t get away with wearing ah, sometimes I'd get
away with wearing penny loafers in there but no. It would, it would be
frowned upon. Ah, you always had to have the image of always looking
active, you always had to be going up to people, you always had to be
straightening things, walking around, looking like you were doing
something... You know, you can’t be doing anything, where it looks like
you're not up to your optimum customer service, happy smiley personality.
You always have to be on the go.
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The experience recounted here suggests that in this workplace the issue of bodily
appearance and conduct are central to what makes an ideal worker. The dress
code is one part of this. For Liz, the requirement to wear high heels at work was
difficult because it exacerbated her back pain. She responded to this by
attempting to get away with loafers although she suggests this may have been
‘frowned upon’ by her manager. In addition to the dress code, the expectation of
constant motion and no sitting also have obvious implications for people with
physical disabilities (and for non-disabled people as well). Last, Liz appears to
link emotional labour and bodywork when she says that the constant motion and
energy expected are tied to conveying the ‘happy, smiley’ personality of the
worker. Service workers are not only required to ‘act’ a certain way, the way
they carry themselves, through their acting comes across in their bodily
performance as well. Simple things such as workers posture; the way they walk,
and work are all part of the image and performance that is required by employers
in the service sector. This links back to the work of McDowell (1997) on the
‘disciplining’ of workers in terms of their bodies in the interest of effectively
performing service work and appropriately representing the products/services
they are selling. Disabled workers identified many of the characteristics
employers were looking for, but also explained how they could not approximate
theses characteristics. Interestingly, Liz articulated an alternative approach to
work in the retail setting, when asked what would make this kind of job more

manageable:
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Flexibility almost. The ability to just you know take someone as a good
worker and if they have a problem with their back, say - You know what,
you're a great worker though and you're good with the people. And you've
got great people skills, so if you know what, if you need a chair, here. If
you need a stool, fine. Because it's not like | have to be sitting all the time.
It's that I'd have the option to be able to take a breather. | could still be out
front at a counter and sit down very nicely in a nice high stool even. Or a
chair and just to be able to sit, but 1 would jump up if somebody came
over.
Last, it should be noted that some women experienced less pressure for
emotional and embodied labour at work. There is a difference within the service
sector, especially between office administration jobs compared to customer
service, or between retail work and cleaning work. The administration type jobs
can be classified as more professional where as customer service is more of a
social type of employment — where employees are expected to be more outgoing

and friendly.

Speed

The issue of speed in the workplace was also important to the respondents. The
very nature of capitalism revolves around maximizing profits and speed, obtaining
as much labour from workers as possible. At the same time, changes to work in
recent decades through economic restructuring have led to efforts to speed up
work in some sectors, including low-wage service occupations. In the interviews,
many of the women spoke about the challenges they faced in maintaining the

required pace at numerous places of employment. Kathy, who is vision impaired
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and working in an office environment, talks about how she struggled to keep up
with the fast paced environment at her place of employment:
| was always afraid that | wouldn’t be able to, to do any job. Like | just,
um, especially with this new technology coming in to play. I'm not that, I'm
not really a fast learner. Once | learn something though, | learn it good.
But I'm not quick. And that, | find is like another disability really.
Caitlin, who has a learning disability and works in retail, explained her difficulties
with keeping up at work. Like Kathy, she also tends to individualize the problem,
suggesting that her problem is that she does not complete tasks as quickly as her
employer would like:
| don’t work fast. | am the kind of person — | don’t work as fast as other
people. | don’'t know why. I'm not - | have complete function in my body.
It's not that I'm walking with crutches or have any — it's just that | don’t
work as fast as other people. And | don'’t learn as quick as other people, so
it's sort of a hidden disability.
A third example comes from Cora, who has Spastic Cerebral Palsy. She had
been hired to work as a counsellor at a summer camp for kids with disabilities.
Although she had discussed her accommodation needs with the camp director,
she still ran into problems with her supervisors over the issue of speed:
They had noticed that I, | would, they said that | was trying as hard as |
could, the noticed the effort was there, but that | wasn't, | couldn’t function
fast or at the speed. Like they felt that | was kind of slowing down the,
how fast everybody was going. And they needed to go fast.
These quotes illustrated the women’s concerns about speed. What is significant
here is that although the women'’s disabilities are different, they all recounted

concerns related to speed. They commented that they are supposed to work at a

certain pace, however they also stated that they couldn’t go as fast as required.
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Another issue related to speed concerns management’s efforts to monitor
workers’ performance. As mentioned in the previous chapter, employers now
have concrete methods of timing individuals while working — scans per minute,
time limits for workers etc, because of the increase of technology in the
workplace (Roulstone, 2002). The issue of timing people and introducing quotas
can be stressful for any worker. For the women with disabilities, it can be seen
as an added stress if they are physically unable to work at such a speed. Janice
has a learning disability and worked for a cleaning contractor. She discussed
how she was timed every day at work:

Well, they had to; you had to time everything you went like for example,

we do a student’s room, we'd have to be timed for that. You'd have to go

in, look at your watch, okay, it's 9 o’clock, | gotta go in. This is an

example. | got to go in do my thing in there and then get out and then I'd

have to, we’d be timed. Say for example, it would be, maybe take you 10

minutes or something like that. Approximately like that. Then you had to

time each room, and then you had to hand it in at the end of the shift. So,

I, I even had a hard time out there trying to keep up and that’s another

thing.

Dawn, who has chronic depression and a learning disability, works for home care
agency that supplies workers to nursing homes on a temporary basis. She
explains how many residents at the home she was supposed to see per hour and
how that time put a strain on the care she was supposed to give to each
individual patient:

It was just totally unreal... it was like if you're an agency, because you

were an agency [worker], they gave you ah, at first they would give you 7

residents on the floor to do, 7 or 8 residents and the actual caregivers that

used, that are actually staff at this particular nursing home would get only

5 and they would actually tell you to hurry up, hurry up, it was like
constantly, you know like you have to hurry up... | actually had one, |
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actually had 2 or 3 care givers at this particular nursing home who actually
who said to me - Dawn, don’t even bother wiping off her butts if it's urine,
just put on a clean diaper. | said, what do you mean just put on a clean
diaper. | said, it smells, you have to clean it. | said you have to clean it
with water, at least with water you wipe it off. | was told: “yes you are a
very compassionate person, yes you are a very caring person, but you're
just slow”.
Both Janice and Dawn realized they had to perform quickly, but were also put
under considerable pressure as they could not perform up to speed and felt as if
their work suffered from the fast pace they were forced to keep. Also, the women
demonstrate that the speed that they are required to perform at may be too fast,
because they are unable to finish their tasks in the allotted periods of time, which
is another source of stress for the women. They want to complete the tasks on
time however they also want to do a good job, which is not possible with the
given time constraints, so they are often forced to choose either quantity or
quality of work. Dawn’s comments are of particular significance because she
worked for a contract agency. Other literature has suggested that these agencies
bid for contracts by offering lower labour costs for the same amount of work
(Cranford 2005). One way this is achieved is by speeding up the work for
individual workers. Dawn’s experience also demonstrates that the pressure for
speed not only places stress on workers, but it also creates an issue for the
quality of service received. This impacts the quality of work done by the workers,

to the point where they may be required to skip some aspects of the job that they

feel is important, but the employers decide that it is not.
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A number of women attempted to keep up with the fast pace of their
employment, but experienced considerable stress and anxiety as a result.
Janice, who has a learning disability, described the experience of working for a
cleaning company when they introduced a program of timing the work and
random checks on performance:

You were scared, all the time and | can’t work in, situations, and this it

were I'm finding it hard that ah, to work in a situation where somebody's

always on your back or ah, like you know, kinda always eyeing you.

Watching what you're doing, that there, that bothers me a lot, you know?
Caitlin, who has a iearning disability, talked about the pressure she experienced
while working assembling gift baskets for a specialty grocery store:

I had this job at [NAME], the people where they make all the food. He had

me in there for Christmas time making these gift baskets. | did it as fast as

| could, you know. This lady showed me how to do it. We were doing it and
then after — when | was doing it after about 2 weeks, he says to me: if you
can do these things fast, why don’t you? | was doing them as fast as |
could. But you know what | mean? It is very frustrating... | mean, | can do

a lot of things on my own. | raised a daughter on my own. | worked all

those years as a sales person. But it's very difficult when you don't learn

quickly and you don’t work fast. There is always somebody better than
you, today.
Caitlin’s quote in particular gets at the way in which negative experiences at work
can have a profound impact on people’s sense of self. She contrasts her
treatment at the grocery store with her accomplishments as a mother and her
past work experience, but is resigned that expectations in the contemporary
labour market put her at a disadvantage. Some employers will simply not keep

workers who are slower than what they feel is appropriate for given tasks,

regardless of whether they can actually complete the tasks if given additional
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time. In some instances, women also experienced physical injury when
attempting to keep up with the pace of work. For example, Janice fell while
hurrying to clean a hotel room in the allotted 17 minutes. Worryingly, some
women ended up staying behind and working unpaid overtime to complete
specific work tasks. This was often the case for women who worked in cleaning
service work and home care, where they would be paid for an allotted time
period, but would have to stay to complete the work even if it took longer than
this. Janice, who worked for a cleaning contractor, was being paid for five hours
of work while actually working six. Clearly this is a form of exploitation, and
Janice is not making a choice to work without getting paid. She is expected to
finish a certain amount of work, and Janice continues to work these hours to
finish her work, for fear of losing employment. Smith, 1998, states that the
traditional secure employment contracts are declining, which have numerous
workers fearful of losing employment. This can be seen as a control tactic for the

employers, which is used to exploit workers, as they want to keep their jobs.

Multi-tasking and Teamwork

Multi-tasking — or ‘adaptive flexibility’ — was also seen as an issue for many of the
women. As more and more employers are using multi-tasking to cut costs,
workers are required to learn and work at many different tasks. Perrons, (2000)
argues that adaptive flexibility increases the intensity of work, because workers

are expected to be polyvalent, switching from task to task, allowing each worker
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to substitute for another. Once workers were required to learn only one job, while
now workers are expected to be interchangeable between departments. In retail
environments, this can be challenging for people with a variety of disabilities if
they are expected to everything from stocking, selling, assembling shelving units,
cashing out, and other activities. For example, Kathy is vision impaired and here
she discusses her concerns about multi-tasking where she works as an
administrator:
If you think about it, cause a lot, and see a lot of things that used to be
years ago, if you would get somebody that would just answer the
telephone, or just do filing, or just do typing and that is something that |
could have done, really well. Now the employers want me to do 5 or 6
things at one time. And I'm not fast enough for that. I'm not able to keep
up with the work for speed. That's really a hard thing for me to do.
Tina, who is visually impaired, comments on the disjuncture between the many
different tasks that can assigned to the ‘normal’ worker at a video store, and the
difficulties she may encounter if she is asked to work at the cash register:
For me as an example, | wouldn’t be able to do cash register because if |
need to look at prices, or like | could probably see like the keys or the
numbers or something on the cash register, but if | need to look at any
prices then | would have to use my magnifying glass... They may not
want that, cause it takes me longer. So then | could just maybe do like |
said, stock shelves or something. So it would limit you, | don’t know.
Similarly, Liz thinks about the potential for problems with adaptive flexibility in
retail when she is applying for a job:
| really do look around and think could | work here? And then | look at how
they have to get the hooks and reach up for the clothes and how there’s
no stools there and how they've got little low lying shelves, that they've got
all the stuff pushed way back into. And, or, like at [discount department

store] where they've got like, all the stuff stacked up on top. You'd have to
get a ladder, now I think, there’s no way | could work here. And I'm sure
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that other people in my situation might be thinking the same thing. If
they're walking around thinking, it's just not accessible.

This quote demonstrates how women such as Liz often have to pass up the
opportunity to work in certain places because they cannot complete all of the
required tasks. In a sense this can be a coping mechanism for the women
because they have internalized the social norms that argue that the normal
person should be able to accomplish all of the required tasks. By not even
applying to certain jobs where the women would have to ask for
accommodations, the women do not have to deal with a stressful work situation.
As Wilton (2004) has noted, the move toward multi-tasking is particularly
troubling for disabled people because it works against the intent of ‘reasonable
accommodation’ legislation which asks employers to identify non-essential work
tasks that can be reassigned to other workers. In fact, Kathy and Liz point to the
ways in which the ‘essential’ tasks of specific jobs are expanding. Today's
employers expect a great deal from their workers, and they expect them to be
able to perform with little or no training. For the women interviewed, that can
create problems, because as Kathy and Caitlin point out, they could use some
help in order to perform the expanded essential duties. In such cases, a little
extra help can be seen as an accommodation for these women, as they would
not be able to meet the requirements of the job without some help.

A response on the part of some women to demands for multi-tasking is to

be upfront about potential limitations to employers. This can meet with varying
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responses. Vicky, who has a learning disability, comments on an experience
after she was hired at a restaurant:
| told them right off the bat that | don’t understand cash registers because |
can't read them [cash registers]. So she says ‘can you start on Saturday?’
and | said: ‘l got a job! | go in on Saturday and she’s showing me
everything and she pointed out the cash register and she goes: “you know
anything about cash?” | already told you | did not know about cash and
she said: “we can’t hire you because you've no training on cash”.
Vicky's experience could be accounted for by the fact that some employers have
a limited understanding of the limitations caused by a specific impairment.
Employers’ knowledge of disabilities is addressed in more detail in the following
chapter. Peggy, who has a hearing impairment and worked as a dental assistant
and receptionist, talked about explaining to her boss about her impairment and
the fact that she was not comfortable answering the telephone:
Phone work is different. | know they got the apparatus for the phone and
everything like that, but | hear better, oddly to say, reading lips when
people are present. Over the phone it is a totally different ball game. You
can't see their lips; you can't see their facial expressions... | can do the
phone. | can get on the phone, but I'm not comfortable with that because |
don’t want to bring in wrong information.
Although Peggy explained her concerns initially to her boss, she found that it was
necessary to repeatedly remind him of the implications of her hearing impairment
in the workplace. Church, & Luciani, (2005) have suggested that this is part of
the ‘extra’ work that disabled people must often do in the workplace to sensitize
others to their disabilities.

Expectations of multi-tasking are problematic for many women. For some,

this produces a lack of confidence, as they know they are unable to compete
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effectively with other non-disabled workers. Other women were frustrated
because they are perfectly able to work at some aspects of the job, but because
they are unable to do everything, they are not able to keep working. Once again,
women with different disabilities react differently to each situation. Those with
learning disabilities such as Caitlin and Vicky have trouble with the aspect of
learning and remembering different tasks. On the other hand women with
physical disabilities such as Liz and Kathy struggle with some of the more
physical aspects of the job.

The concept of teamwork can be linked to multi-tasking because of the
belief that workers in the service sector are interchangeable — every employee
should be able to perform every task at work. The team aspect comes into play
when workers and co-workers are left to divide, manage and accomplish a set
number of tasks during a shift, without any specific responsibilities. Workers
must use all of their skills acquired on the job, and may be required to shift from
task to task while others are performing other duties. In addition, scholars have
argued that teamwork is a tool used by management to control workers by
encouraging employees to monitor the performance of their co-workers. This can
be particularly effective when individual workers’ performance is evaluated based
on the overall performance of the team (e.g., Smith 1998; Smith 2001). In
interviews, women recounted both good and bad experiences with regard to
teamwork, which either helped or hindered them at work. On the negative side, a

number of women talked about co-workers hassling them for not performing work
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in an appropriate manner. Jenny has epilepsy and describes herself as slow
learner. She explained her frustration with her co-workers’ lack of trust in her
performance at work:
It's really hard sometimes because people are not sensitive because
people don't take my word for things. Like, if | say: | did that or | checked
that and they (.) It's not my fault!!! Okay, fine! | made a mistake. | get upset
when nobody believes that I've actually done this or whatever it is that | am
supposed to do or whatever. And they don't believe I've done it. If | tell you
I've done it or this is a problem, this is the truth. Why would I lie...
In this instance, where Jenny may have made an occasional mistake in the past,
the quality of her work is now subject to doubt from co-workers. Other women
had to confront quite abusive work environments. Vicky said that a co-worker in
an earlier job had hit her. At her present job, she explained that it had been
mainly verbal abuse:
It's happened at a [fast food restaurant] right now... well, no hitting, they'd
never hit me. But they always call me stupid and stuff, | don’t know what
I’'m doing, and | should just quit while I'm ahead...
Similarly, Wendy talked about the problems she faced everyday at work in a retail
outlet:
| would come home and I'd cry and my mom would be like: okay, maybe
tomorrow will be better; just hold on. She was always trying to get me to
stay. And | would be so upset because they were mean to me...
While the experiences of Vicky and Wendy might be interpreted as instances of
disability discrimination, they can also be thought of as examples of co-workers

‘disciplining’ the respondents for what they deem to be poor work performance.

In this sense, teamwork can prove to a source of stress for some women. When
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the disabled workers are treated differently than other workers and/or are not
provided with appropriate assistance, they may find it difficult to remain in the job.
At same time, not all experiences were negative. Some experiences
demonstrated the positive aspects of teamwork in terms of fostering solidarity
among workers. For the disabled women, understanding among co-workers can
help to counter the lack of accommodation from employers, making jobs easier to
manage. Although Vicky’s current job had proved to be particularly difficult, an
early experience had been much more positive:
When | was at [name], | had two co-workers. Like | worked sometimes
with them and they were always there for me when | started crying. They
kept on making sure that it was okay with me. They were always there for
me when | needed somebody to help me figure they were there with me.
Similarly, Janice had forged connections with other non-disabled workers at the
condominium complex she was helping to clean. These connections were
significant as the other women persuaded Janice that she should refuse to do
unpaid overtime. She commented:
The condominium, there’s teamwork out there. Everybody helps
everybody. And | like that you know. We're about the same age too. So
that helps a lot. I'm on my own, which | like. | don't like, I, to be on
assembly line or to be on like in a kitchen.
These quotes show how when people work together, the disabled workers
experiences in the workplaces are positive. Being accepted by their peers and

getting help when needed allows the women to relax and focus on the work that

is needed to be done.
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Lastly, in some cases, women were willing to confront team members to
explain their disabilities and the limitations these imposed. These confrontations
were not always easy, but there were often necessary in situations where co-
workers' initial reactions to the disabled woman was that she was not “pulling
their weight” in the team. Sarah explains one encounter:

A co-worker, a few weeks ago, she wanted help up with some boxes and |

said, you know, “Sorry | can’t give you a hand with that.” And she was

quite shocked. And “What's wrong with you, why can't you,” because |
looked normal. | guess she wasn’'t aware. And the fact that she wasn’t
aware, she was ticked off with me that | wasn’t going to offer and | said,

“You should know me better than that, ...l would help you out if | could

physically it's hard”.

Peggy also had had to confront co-workers on numerous occasions to explain
how to communicate effectively with her.

If someone comes up to me and they start yakking to me and wanting me

to do something and they are walking away from me, well, you might as

well have said goodbye because | didn't hear a word. | know they have
said something to me, but | don’t know what it was. | have been in that
situation a number of times and I've had to ask them to repeat it... It
comes back to saying: stand there, ask me. You know? Don't walk away.

Sometimes | think they think I'm making that as an excuse and it isn't the

case.

4.4 Accommodations

For workers with disabilities, accommodations are often the only way for them to
achieve and maintain paid work. For some workers, accommodations are
necessary in order for them to participate in paid work. Accommodations are not

meant to give the disabled worker an advantage over other workers. They

should simply allow the disabled worker to perform at the same level as the other
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employees. Many accommodations cost relatively little to provide. Although
accommodations (and lack there of) have been mentioned throughout the
chapter, there is a need to address the topic of accommodations as a separate
issue. This section focuses on some of the issues that arose in the context of the
interviews regarding accommodation. Three specific issues are addressed. The
first is the difficult decision women must make about whether to ask for
accommodation or not. The second concerns the difficulty women sometimes
face in getting things changed even once they have asked. Finally, the women
reflect on some of the changes that they see as necessary to make employers
more willing to provide accommodation. It should be noted here that the
women'’s experiences demonstrate that there were differences in terms of the
types of work and who is more likely to receive accommodations in the
workplace. Thus, lower, entry-level workers were less likely to ask for or receive
accommodations, while higher paid, skilled workers negotiated reasonable

accommodations from their employers.

To ask or not to ask?

One issue that arose repeatedly was whether to ask for accommodation or not.
Where impairment is visible and has a substantial impact on a person’s
functioning, the issue of accommodation is on the table from the outset. In other
situations, this may not be the case. Women with some visible disabilities may

still face the question of whether, and when, to request particular kinds of
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accommodation. They may worry that asking for too much will jeopardize their
chances of getting or keeping a job. Kathy, for example, had had problems in the
past where she told prospective employers about the additional equipment she
would need to accommodate her visual impairment.
The biggest thing is, as soon as | told them that | had equipment, they
weren't interested. Um, | actually applied to a couple of real estate agents
and um, and of course | have to be truthful. | can't lie to them. Hmm. And
when they found out that | had this equipment, they didn’t seem to be very
interested because now | was sort of like um, not an asset to their
company.
Women who have non-visible disabilities are faced with the question of whether
or not to disclose their disability in order to request a particular accommodation.
If they conceal their disabilities, they may stand a better chance of being hired,
but they cannot ask for accommodations. Opinions varied here. Elaine, for
example, commented that:
It's good to get the hearing thing out of the way. Like, | like to tell them
about it and all the rest — ask them if that’s a problem for them and all that.
So if you can get that out of the way, you can kind of see what kind of
reaction you get.
For her and others, not disclosing and discussing the disability meant that things
were likely to be more difficult later on. Problems might include difficulties
completing work tasks, as well as the physical and or mental discomfort
associated with a lack of accommodation. For Kate, on the other hand,
disclosing was simply not an option. She said:
I'm positive | wouldn't, well, because every time | shared it, I've been fired,
so, they just, you know, if there's two people that it's close between and

they hear that one of them has a problem, then they're going to hire the
other one, every time... They're going to judge you and you feel that
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they're going to watch me with different eyes, you know? Just be looking
for my downfalls and my mood swings and | feel like I'm under a
microscope, you know, some kind of experiment or something they need
to watch.
This statement is significant in that it points to the fact that employers and co-
workers may be less comfortable dealing with psychiatric disabilities than with, for
example, mobility impairments in the workplace (see Wahl 1999). The
persistence of stigma relating to mental illness, as well as a lack of understanding
about the kinds of accommodation people may require may help to explain Kate's
experiences. Other women with psychiatric disabilities were also reluctant to
disclose. Kate went on to talk about the kinds of accommodation she could use,
and the problems that arose without them:
Just to be able to, like, have an extension on a work project or not as
much all at once, like, if they’d understand that, you know, | will get to it or
that I'm doing my best, then sometimes | do better, but, of course it can
never be adjusted in the corporate world. There’s deadlines and that’s all
there isto it. You've got to have it done by the deadline [How does that

affect you?] Pressure, just bad, so much pressure to perform when you're
not up to it.

Getting things done

A second theme concerned the challenges of actually getting an accommodation
once it had been requested. In some instances, this was because there was
because there was an institutional inertia and/or a reluctance to expend
resources. Emily explained the problems she ran into once she was reassigned

as a receptionist following an injury as a nurse. Although an assessment was
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done of her workspace for accommodation, few of the changes were
implemented:

Well, it was too much money, everybody was going through a crunch at

that point in time, you know. Now, there’s supposed to be now funds for

ergonomical things to be done to an area, if a person has a disability and it
comes out of a totally different fund... The girl that did my assessment of
my area um, she couldn’t believe that | was still in the same position that |
was. She said: well | put all these things through. | said: well | know that.

I've gone to management too and obviously... We get to a point where

you just you know.

This quote is troubling in the sense that Emily worked in a large, unionized
workplace, a setting where obtaining accommodation is probably more
straightforward than in smaller, non-union setting. However, there was a
disjuncture between what was supposed to happen and what occurred in
practice. While legislation requires employers to accommodate to the point of
‘undue hardship’, enforcing this in practice can be difficult, particularly where the
responsibility for enforcement falls to the individual herself.

In other instances, there was reluctance to introduce accommodations due
to concerns that it would somehow disrupt the work environment. Kathy, who
needed a screen reader to magnify documents at her desk, described the
reactions of her supervisors when she approached them about accommodation:

I mean they weren't thrilled... | found that maybe the people, the other girls

working at the same desk that | was during the day. Um, at first they were

a little reluctant, but to be honest with you, afterwards, if they had a

problem reading something themselves, they would actually use my

equipment. So, it became a joke after. Yeah. But um, like | said, | was
already working for them so they knew me. And so it's easier for people —

okay in my opinion and my thoughts, it's easier for a company to accept a
person with a disability if they're already working for the company.
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Kathy's experience raises a couple of important issues. The first is that despite
initial concerns about the accommodation it made little difference to the operation
of the workplace. Non-disabled people’s lack of understanding about the nature
and extent of different accommodations may account in part for employers’
reluctance. Second, Kathy recognizes that her employers willingness — albeit
reluctant — to accept the accommodation may have been due in part to the fact
that she was already an employee. Someone applying for a job may have had a
more difficult time convincing the company.

Last, people’s experiences also point to the importance of agency on the
part of the women in terms of making accommodations happen. This can take
the form of carefully explaining or repeatedly lobbying for change — which can be
daunting. It can also take the form of locating resources in the community that
will provide the necessary equipment or service. Wendy talked about finding a
job coach from an agency in Burlington to help her with a new job.

What's going on now because | am categorizing photographs, | have to

size them and | don't understand it. Because | knew that I'd have problems

with work | found an organization that will have a person that will come for

a couple of hours and talk to the employer and then explain it to me so that

| don't get so overwhelmed and lost in certain things. So when | get

confused with stuff then | will phone her and say: okay, he is showing me
something about the debit machine or something on the computer; | don't
understand it; he explained it to me once and | don't understand it. He will
explain it to you then you sit down and try and drill it into my head
somehow. Or she will write it down and then | can follow it.

This type of organizing can also be considered another form of extra work that

disabled people have to do in order to find and keep paid employment (see

Church & Luciani 2005). While many of the women recognize their responsibility
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to seek out help, employers should also ideally be knowledgeable about the
options for workers with disabilities.

For many of the women interviewed, the bottom line is that disabled
workers at some point will need some help or accommodations from their
employers in order to gain and maintain paid work. More than that, in order for
disabled workers to remain productive, employers may need to make minor
adjustments in the workplace form time to time. Yet many of the women were not
optimistic that employers would be willing to make these kinds of adjustments,
and many of them had been let go from jobs or experienced disadvantage at

work as a result of a lack of accommodations.

What should be done?

A third theme focused on the women's opinions about changes that could be

made to improve access to accommodations, and employers’ willingness to hire

disabled people. Many of their statements focused on the attitudes of employers

with regard to disabled people as potential employees. Sarah explained why she

believes employers are reluctant to hiring people who need to be accommodated:
Attitudes. | think they just think that if they bring in someone that has a
disability it is going to be more work. Or it's going to cost them financially,
in one way or the other. Whether it's assistive devices or whether it's
making accommodations in the work environment or whether it's — oh this
person’s going to have a lot of time off so we’re going to have to pay a lot

out in you know, sick time and that kind of thing. | think it, instead of
listening to the person and maybe looking at even their work history.
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Elaine explained that there was some variation among employers. While some
were willing to consider disabled people, others simply did not recognize the
assets people could bring to their organization.
If they don't hire you, they don’t want anything to do with that, you know.
There are enough people looking for jobs that they probably figure: why
not just get an able-bodied person? Because they are out there. Rather
than thinking what other assets does this disabled might have that would
help better.
Her statement is interesting because it highlights the sense that disabled people
ultimately are competing with non-disabled people for jobs, and employers may
simply feel more comfortable hiring the latter. This gets at the persistence of the
‘able-body’ as an implicit norm in the work culture of many organizations. And
where routines, practices and the everyday operation of companies are based
around this norm, hiring disabled people may seem daunting to employers.
Because of this some of the disabled women feel that they are not given a fair
chance when it comes to hiring because they cannot perform without certain
accommodations, and they are often passed over. Kathy explains that this is a
vicious circle too. It is often not until employers have a positive experience with
one disabled employee that they become more likely to hire others:
If a company who’ve never had anybody with the disability, then, they sort
of feel, that they don’t want to chance it. Maybe because they don't know
what to expect. | think a lot, like | said before, | think a lot of employers are
very ignorant to the knowledge... There’s a lot of apprehension: “well,
what if this doesn’t work and what if this and what if that” and there’s a lot
of questions that they just don't know how to answer because they've
never experienced it. But if you have a company with a few people who

have had a disability, then | think they have a little better of a chance of
accepting somebody into their company.
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4.5 Conclusion

Respondents had some strong opinions about what they believe employers think
about hiring disabled workers. The women can offer a unique perspective on this
topic, having experienced being disabled and trying to maintain paid work. For
the most part, respondents felt that based on their previous work experiences
that there are certain specific qualities that employers are looking for in a
potential employee. For example, Kate who has been diagnosed as bipolar,
comments that employers want: “Perfection. They just want the best person, the
most normal person, is what | feel.” Beth, who has been diagnosed with manic
depression, explains some of the qualities she believes employers are looking for
in a worker:

Consistent. People that are consistent, dependable, multi-skilled,
transferable skills, multi-task, reliable, positive.

These quotes show that many of the women interviewed were conscious about
what employers were looking for when it comes to the ideal worker. The
characteristics listed by the women show that they believe employers have a
specific idea of how employees should act while at work. Many of the women
noted that they were treated differently at work, and even in the interview
process, because of their disability. For this reason, many women with invisible
disabilities opted not to inform their potential employers about their disability.

For many of the women interviewed, they argued that the bottom line for
employers is money. If they were not an asset to the company and did not make

money for the company, there were either not hired at all, or fired. Many women
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feel that because they are unable to work fast enough, or because certain
accommodations may be too expensive, employers will not hire them. In the
following chapter, employers’ experiences will be examined. This chapter
examined what the disabled women thought employers were looking for in an
ideal employee, as well as their experiences in paid work. The next chapter will
focus on employers, where the concept of the ideal worker will be defined, as well

as employers experiences will also be examined.
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CHAPTER 5

EMPLOYERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON SERVICE WORK & DISABILITY

5.1 Introduction

This chapter contains an analysis of the qualitative data collected from employer
interviews.?2 The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first examines
employers’ conceptions of the ideal worker and the implications of these
conceptions for disabled people seeking employment. To a considerable degree,
the views of employers about what characteristics they look for in workers mirror
the themes identified by the women respondents in chapter 4. The desire for
‘flexible’ employment arrangements, as well as workers who are able to perform
appropriate emotional labour quickly, and with little training appear as recurring
themes in employer statements. The second section of the analysis concentrates
on employers’ views about, and experiences of, hiring and working with disabled
people. From the analysis, five overlapping themes emerged that characterize
employers’ views. These range from a firm sense that disabled people are not
suited to a specific work site/occupation to a willingness to provide meaningful

accommodations to workers with disabilities.

? Note that the employer interviews were conducted 12 months after the employee interviews. As a result,
questions contained in the employer interview guide — for example, with regard to their conception of an
ideal worker — were tailored to reflect some of the key themes that had emerged from the earlier interviews.
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5.2 Constructing the Ideal Worker

Employment relations — flexibility

Recent scholarship has suggested that flexible work primarily benefits employers

(Perrons 2000). In the interviews, many respondents talked about the

importance of ‘flexible’ workers to their organizations — workers who are available

to work before and after conventional hours, as well as workers who are available

for short hours to meet the changing demands facing specific companies. Frank,

the manager of a grocery store, discusses the biggest challenge he faces in

finding suitable workers for a supermarket:
Daytime hours, it's the part-time afternoons, if that makes sense... and we
don't hire full-time. The majority of those people out there in the workforce
who are available... are looking for, if not full-time, they're looking for
guaranteed hours. We don’t have them. Everything’s based on starting at
five hours and progressing up. Now, if you were available during the day,
you'd probably work...you'd work more than five hours, but a lot of them
want more hours than that. And when we do hire people for daytime,

they...we have a hard time keeping them. Because we can't give them
the hours [manager, grocery store].

Frank refers to the loss of stability and the guaranteed hours that come with
permanent full-time work. With traditional full-time employment in decline,
workers will often look elsewhere if an employer cannot guarantee that there will
be a certain amount of hours, because workers still base quality employment
along the same lines as what was prevalent in past decades — full-time
employment. However, these types of jobs are increasingly difficult to find. Many

employers, like Frank, stated that they primarily hire part-time workers. Christine,
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the owner of a home cleaning service, also experiences problems finding workers
available to work necessary shifts. She talks about her efforts to gather
information about workers’ ‘flexibility’ during interviews:
We also kind of see if it's going to fit, if it's going to be a good marriage
within their lifestyle. Because our job is...are, like working through to five.
So some people think they can just come to our company and kind of get
off at two. Well, it doesn’t work that way, sorry. So we have to make sure
that a lot of things are tied in, babysitters and stuff like that [owner,
cleaning service].
The majority of Christine’s workforce is female, and she indicates that she is
aware of the gendered responsibilities for childcare that many women face. At
the same time, her questions in the interview are designed to establish whether
the women are able to arrange the rest of their life so it does not impact on their
flexibility at work. This mirrors existing work which suggest that workers who are
perceived as ‘inflexible’ — for example, women with kinds whose domestic
responsibilities impact on their work lives — are flagged as problems by
employers (Perrons 2000; McDowell 2001). it aiso reflects numeric flexibility,
which has also been linked to the increasing feminization of employment. There
seems to be an expectation from Christine and others that workers will adjust
their schedule for their employers, who come across generally as inflexible.
Employers may be aware of the many other responsibilities workers hold,
however employers still expect a high level of dedication from their workers.

Furthermore, it is questionable whether it is appropriate to ask potential

employees about their lifestyle. As was suggested in chapter 4, the expectation
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of flexibility may have implications for women with disabilities, both in terms of
managing their impairment and dealing with other care commitments at home.
With the increase in flexible work, employers are looking for workers who
are committed to working the shifts required. Les, the manager of a home
improvement store, discusses how he informs potential workers about the time
commitments at his store:
Obviously what | try to get to the bottom in interviews in is their reliability,
commitment, team player. We are open 7 days a week, evenings and
Saturdays and Sundays. We need people that really care about their job

so reliability and commitment is what | try to get to the bottom of [manager,
home improvement store].

Numerous employers are now plagued with additional staffing issues. With

stores legally able to open on Sundays, employers now must rely even more on

numerical flexibility, in order to cover all of the available shifts. Again, Frank

commented:
Sundays now is, with us for the contract is a volunteer day... It's a
government law, you cannot make people work Sundays....No, you can't.
But we do try to stress in the interview that Sundays are the second
busiest day of the week, and if someone couldn’t work Sunday, it doesn’t
automatically dismiss them, but it will depend on what department it would
be and how much that department need would be for Sunday help
[manager, grocery store].

Although the law indicates that Sunday is a volunteer day, Frank makes it clear

that workers who are unwilling to commit to a Sunday shift are less likely to be

hired than those who are willing. Similar pressure was evident in other

interviews. It was also evident that employers expected workers to really care
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about their jobs even though workers were only employed on a part-time or
temporary basis. As Les says, ‘commitment’ and being a ‘team player’ are
important, even though employers’ commitment to workers is often limited.

The most extreme form of flexibility is casual work, where workers have a
limited sense of when they will work and how long for. Restructuring of cleaning
and janitorial sectors, for example, has meant a significant growth in the use of
contract workers (Cranford 1998). In interviews, casual employment was also
seen to be increasing. Noah, a human resource officer with a school board,
commented:

I think in the past five years, certainly in some of the areas that | deal with

in the caretaking and cleaning, we have begun to recruit more casual

people. Up to about five years ago, we were just hiring people straight in
to take on permanent jobs. But about five years ago we began to hire

people on a casual basis to in a sense, give them some training, if you
like, through casual employment before they become permanent hires.

Likewise, Christine talked about her desire to have more casual workers for her

cleaning agency:

We would like to have people that are occasional. We'd like that. We're
crying for casual. But there’s not too many people who'll go sit by the
phone waiting for us to call. Like, they're basically on call. And we'd like
to have that, because basically we could...at least offer them, at least one
days clean. Or two days with work a week, right. And sometimes some
disability people could only handle that [owner, cleaning firm].

As Christine recognizes, the necessity of waiting by the phone is not something
many workers would choose. Also significant is the fact that she notes that some

disabled people might be willing to work on a casual basis. The expectation that
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disabled people might be well suited to fill jobs that other workers might not be
willing to take is addressed in more detail in Section 5.3. Casual work can be
problematic for workers for several reasons. Workers are often paid less and
employers are typically not required to provide benefits and other formal
commitments. The unpredictability of casual work can be a source of stress
alone. Although Christine suggests that one or two days a week might suit some
disabled people, the unpredictability of casual work could make it untenable for
workers who have set attendant care schedules or who rely on accessible
transportation or who have chronic ilinesses, the impacts of which cannot be
scheduled to coincide with casual shifts. Others may rely on set hours and
guaranteed paychecks for medical costs. These factors combined can make
casual work difficult for workers with disabilities to function effectively in the

workplace.

For employers, workers must also possess excellent time management
skills in order to maintain employment. Being punctual, showing up to work when
scheduled and minimal sick time remains a high priority for workers by many

employers. Les comments on the necessary skills that workers should possess:

Umm, the customer service skills, balancing cash sheets, having no
customer complaints, being on time, not calling in sick. When | say calling
in sick three times in the first month obviously we are going to bring it to
their attention — you know, we need them here and maybe encourage
them to see a doctor. | mean not accusing them of not being sick, but we
need to let them know that when they’re scheduled they need to be here. |
don’t know those are just some different examples [manager, home
improvement store].
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This quote illustrates a variety of expectations put on workers before they have
even started to work. Employers expect a great deal from their workers because
they are aware of the excess in the current labour pool. Furthermore, employers
are able to demand more of their workers because of the changing nature of the
work environment. Beyond expectations of timeliness and minimal time absent
from work, employers also talked about the commitment of the ideal worker to
provide a little extra work when necessary: Walter, the general manager at a
local mall, talked about the problem with some people’s lack of work ethic:
You know, | mean too many people come in and, and wanna work, but
they, under their terms ...Some people say: “| prefer to work eight to four”.
Well I'm sorry but | told you in the interview it was nine to five the hours,
and we're not going to rework the office because you prefer to work eight
to four ‘cause you have a babysitter problem. I'm sorry, or | missed that
bus, | take the GO train or | carpool, so well, you should have discussed
that during the interview... That happens a lot, they come in today, and
then you know they won't, overtime is taboo. You have a job to do, and
this letter is almost finished. It's five to five and there’s one last paragraph.
So it’s just a matter of, your hours are nine to five, but don’t go home at,
you know. In my case, that would be the end of a short career [manager,
local mall].
This statement is interesting because it explicitly contrasts Walter's expectations
for workers’ flexibility at the office with his lack of flexibility regarding issues such
as childcare problems and transportation issues. The reasonable expectation
that an administrative worker would stay behind to finish letter does not mean

that the same worker could time to attend to childcare when needed. This was

seen in numerous employer interviews — there is a lack of flexibility from the
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employers regarding scheduling and so on, however, workers are expected to go
above and beyond their hours in order to get the job done.

In some larger organizations, flexibility might also mean a willingness on
the part of the worker to move between locations. Jessica, a human resource
officer, discusses how workers need to be flexible:

We have sixty locations. You may be transferred. We may need your

services elsewhere. And people have to understand that some of the jobs

you might have to be moved... if you're a teacher, you may be transferred.

If you're an EA, you may be transferred based on the needs of the kids.

There's postings for care taking and cleaning, you know, all areas are

flexible. And you have to know that going in [human resource officer,

school board].
The expectation that workers are able to switch locations may be problematic for
some people with mobility impairments. Public transit services, particularly
accessible transportation services, are not the most flexible modes of
transportation. Accessible transportation often requires scheduling in advance so
that moves, particularly in the short term could pose problems. Some women
interviewed in chapter 4 noted that they had turned down jobs because they were
unable to use public transit to reach work sites. Additionally, there is no
guarantee that different parts/sites of large organizations are all equally
accessible as far as the built environment is concerned. Furthermore, for
workers with intellectual or learning disabilities, the change in geographical
location could also be challenging.

In sum, employers’ expectations with regard to employment relations focus

on the need for workers to be flexible in terms of hours and shifts to
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accommodate the needs of the organization. They also express strong views
with regard to other forms of flexibility such as unpaid overtime, not calling in sick
and being willing to move location within a large organization. While these
expectations have implications for all workers, they may make life for disabled
women difficult (especially if they are also responsible for child care). For
example, the coordination of accessible transit, family commitments and medical
appointments, as well as the need to manage the effects of an impairment on the
self may make it difficult for women to approximate the flexible ideal, as was

evident in chapter 4.

The labour process: emotional & embodied labour

The performance of work is very important in the service industry. Considerable
emphasis is placed on workers’ ability to be personable and ‘well put together'.
Performance, in both an emotional and embodied sense, is a large part of a
service workers job. However, there are differences within the service industry
with regard to the performances required. For example in a retail or restaurant
atmosphere, employers are primarily looking for workers who are outgoing,
energetic and well put together. On the other hand, when looking at the care
taking and cleaning industry, employers would prefer workers who were generally
more reserved — able to moderate their emotions so as not to disturb others. In

janitorial and cleaning occupations, the emphasis is based on the quality of the
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work done by the worker. These types of jobs are seen as invisible work — the
workers are only visible when the job is not done correctly.

In retail and restaurant work, workers must use their personalities to sell
products, as well as to keep the customers coming back. Routinization of the
service provided is common in most service industries as a management tool to
control workers, beginning with a standard greeting, and ending with a specified
farewell (Crang 1994). Socialization between the greetings and farewells has
been called the ‘order of service’ — where workers have certain steps that they
must take with the customer, in order to fulfill the specific company’s goals of
quality customer service. This routinization allows for easier monitoring of
workers by management, to enforce the order of service (Crang, 1994). However
with most service jobs, management cannot always monitor the worker/ customer
interactions, the order of service allows management to follow up on workers at
certain stages of the interaction, ensuring that the worker is performing as
required by the company. This can be classified as a three-way relationship
between the management workers and customers. Although in most situations
an order of service is provided for workers, there is still a lot more going on during
the interactions between workers and customers. The order of service can be
seen as a skeleton, while it is up to the individual worker to navigate through
every encounter, as every meeting with every customer is different (Crang,

1994).
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Apart from routinization, workers are expected to provide that ‘little extra’
while performing their job. For example, servers must add personal touches to
their greetings and farewells in order not to sound fake, so that their performance
is believable as well as to aid in making the customers feel comfortable in the
setting. Making this discourse even more complicated, workers are to act as if
they are not acting, as if they are truly being themselves — which is of course,
upbeat, happy, friendly people, all of the time. Hochschild (1983), describes this
as surface acting, where the actor’s body, (in this case the worker's body), not
the soul evokes passion from the audience; however the worker is only acting,
and he/she does not really experience the emotional interaction, they are more
concerned with how the audience will perceive the interaction. In the restaurant
setting, workers are ‘rewarded’ for this extra service by way of receiving tips from
clients. Because of this, workers are not in control of their performance, it is up
to the customers to decide if the service they received from the worker was
acceptable, and typically, their judgment of service is reflected through the
amount of tip left.

From the outset, employers and managers expect workers to demonstrate
‘performative potential’. Even during the interview process, employers are
looking for potential workers willing to ‘sell themselves’ to the interviewer.
Employers look to the interview as a first impression, and as how potential
workers will perform in the future. Susan, the manager at a fitness club states:

At the end of the interview, | close everything, | sit down and say, I've got

one more question and that question is why should | hire you? And |
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always put a lot of emphasis on that, like it's dramatic, because | want you
to seli it to me. | want you to sell yourself to me. Why are you any
different than the fourteen [other] people? Like, why are you any different?
“Oh, because I'm honest and I'm reliable.” Well, give me something else
that | can chew on ‘cause we are in the business about selling. | want you
to sell yourself [manager, fitness club].

Susan’s quote is curious in the sense that one might assume an employee of a
fitness centre is in the business of fithess and exercise, rather than of selling.
Her statement says a great deal about the emotional performance expected from
workers in many service jobs where they are expected to sell themselves — and
the organization - to clients and customers in the context of interactions. Susan —
like other respondents — expects potential employees to start selling themselves
in order to successfully compete for the job.

In many service jobs, a part of the work is based on public interaction and
emotional labour. Because of this, employers place a strong emphasis on
personality of their workers during the hiring process. Respondents strongly
emphasized personality above all other criteria for service jobs, arguing that if a
worker has the ‘personality’ they can be trained to do any job. Education and
skills are no longer the most important qualification, as long as someone have an
outgoing personality and is ‘well put together’. The following quotes reflect the
consistent emphasis on personality

Personality, personality equals customer service. That's how | run my

business here. Personality um, you have to be approachable, you have to

have a smile... Don’t be shy, don’t hide in the corner, cause you know,
you're not going to make a sale, you’re not going to help the business if

you're off in the side... Ah you just need to, you need to have fun at your
job. If you come and you're all gloomy, you know, there’s no personality,
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customers are not gonna wanna buy from somebody, they should get
away from home to get away from the gloomy, you know [manager, retail
clothing chain].

Personality, personality, if you've got personality I'll train ya. Anybody can
do this job. You know, anybody can be a floor staff, anybody can pick up
weights, and talk to people, but | need to know, you shouldn’t hide away,
talk to people, they can talk to people one on one, but you get them in a
group atmosphere, they tighten up. You have to talk to people, you hafta
help. 1 want you to be helpful, | want you to, | want everyone that walks in
that door to feel welcome... [manager, fitness club] .

I look number one for personality. Um, number two, I'll look at experience,
and um, basically their character, how they interact with me during the
interview. How they speak, um experience is great, but not always
necessary. You can always teach people the job, but sometimes you can’t
teach them a personality, so, um, that’s obviously my number one
thing...How they interact with me on a number one basis, | look for
confidence, um, because they have to interact with customers...
[manager, retail clothing chain].

No experience is necessary, to be a server, cook or a host. We’'ll bring
them in and train them. It's more of an attitude or a demeanor | look for
and intelligence kind of thing....People sometimes come in with bar
tending courses and stuff under their belt, that’s all fine and good, but its
not necessary... You can teach a dog to cook, so that's my old line as long
as they have the attitude and the intelligence [manager, restaurant].

Thinking back to women’s statements about emotional performance in chapter 4,

these statements have several implications. For respondents, the ability to

perform appropriately is identified as being more valuable than a specific skill set

or training that someone might bring to a service job. Workers have to sell

themselves, act friendly, be outgoing, smile and enjoy their interactions with

customers. They must have a ‘passion’ for the type of work they are doing, they
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must exude confidence, and demonstrate proper manners. For workers with
disabilities, this type of labour may be challenging, as they may not be able to
approximate what the employers are looking for in terms of personality and
performance work. For someone with a psychiatric disability, the ability to deal
with these demands can be difficult. At the same time, the elevation of
personality above skills and experiences may mean that disabled people who
possess the necessary skills for a job but cannot demonstrate ‘enough’
personality may be placed at a disadvantage. Thinking back to the employee
chapter, some women had difficulties performing the general tasks at work, and
adding the component of having to surface act while working may create stress
for disabled workers. Again, for a job that is supposed to be low skilled and low
wage is this asking too much? Some disabled women found the demand for
emotional labour, along with their general tasks to be emotionally and physically
draining, to the point where they struggled in the workplace.

As was suggested in chapter 4, the women’s experiences suggested that
emotional labour could also be linked to employer demands for ‘body work’ in
service occupations, where this implied that workers were supposed to use their
physical appearance, movement and posture to convey something about
themselves — and the company — in their interactions with clients. Employers
also talked about this issue. There were a number of different types of
statements. Some, for example, suggested that the ability to demonstrate

appropriate personality and emotion came in part through sometimes quite subtle
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forms of body work. For example, the manager of a retail store explained what
she looked for in an employee:

They have, like, good eye contact, someone that listens well, um someone
that asks questions. Hmm, let me see... somebody that puts a little bit of,
you can see that they're putting a littie bit of thought into what they're
going to say, before they say it. We also look at you know, how they're
dressed, you know, that kind of thing, you know, how they present
themselves [manager, retail store].

That's what you look for in this industry...looking me in the eye and being
confident in who they are, ‘cause if they are confidant in who they are
they’'ll be confident out here with the servers and customers that come to
the door. And smiling is a huge thing, especially if it's out here [waiting
tables] [manager, restaurant].

| think not much as skill that | look for as much as in people who are eager
and willing to learn... | think you, you know, sound funny, but if you watch
somebody move, how fast they walk. I'll tell you, that is the most telling
tale of hiring somebody... Like, no one does but I've talked to many
managers and we’ve discussed that, and it was actually...it's watching
people move when they come in for an interview, and watching the pace in
which they walk into the door, and when they leave the door. The most
important thing, | think, if | was going for an application in that situation...
is how they present themselves and | don’t mean that they have a suit and
tie, but just how they move [manager, grocery store].

In these and other quotes, emphasis is placed on things such as eye contact,
listening well, smiling, taking care of dress and general presentation, and so on.
Moreover, the quote from the grocery store manager places considerable
emphasis on the motion of a person’s body as evidence of his/her worth as a

potential worker. These quotes tie in with statements from people in chapter 4
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about the expectation that workers will manage their appearances and bodily
performance appropriately.

In addition, in the context of retail and restaurant work, emphasis was
placed on the ‘right look’ for employees. Employers preferred workers to be
clean cut, well presented, neat and professional so that they effectively represent
the company. At the same time, some respondents noted the physical
attractiveness of workers in food service jobs, an issue that is gendered because
waiting tables is disproportionately a women'’s job. Steve, the manager at a
restaurant, comments:

Well, obviously in the front [of the restaurant] — not that you have to be

attractive, but you have to be well presented, kind of thing [manager,

restaurant].
Although Steve indicates that is not essential to be ‘attractive’ to be out front
waiting tables, his emphasis on physical appearance and presentation suggests
that the aesthetic issue is one, which plays into hiring decisions. From the
perspective of workers with disabilities, employers’ expectations about the ability
of workers to provide the right kind of emotional and embodied labour can prove
difficult. People with a variety of different physical disabilities may not fit the
image of the ‘well put-together’ employee who moves in the right way, while
people with psychiatric and learning disabilities may find it difficult to give valued
emotional performances. Emotional labour, mediated through bodily

performance places pressure on disabled workers, such as the women in this

thesis.
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The labour process: pace of work
As was noted earlier, speed has been a long time concern for employers in
capitalist economies. In recent years, workloads for workers have also increased
because of the reorganization of work, speed-up, and technological advances,
forcing workers to produce more output with fewer workers. Because of the
changing nature of employment and increased insecurity, workers are willing to
work longer and harder in hopes of maintaining employment (Smith 1998).
Speed is becoming increasingly important for workers in the service sector, as
with the increase in technology, employers are able to closely monitor their output
(Roulstone 2002). Cashiers are monitored by how many items are scanned per
minute, while telephone operators have their calls recorded for quality, and the
numbers of calls made per shift monitors them. Another example is McDonald’s
concept of ‘maximum service time’, where time limits are placed on workers for
every customer (Ritzer, 1993). In chapter 4, women respondents identified
employer demands for speed as a key pressure that they faced at work. Perhaps
not surprisingly, employers stressed the importance of speed from their
perspective in the context of interviews. Frank, for example, discusses the most
important aspect of the job for his workers:
| think being able to keep up with the pace, whether they’re a cashier and
they’re rings per minute...cashiers are the easiest because you can
always check, you're working on numbers right, | mean, everything's
written there. There it is. But...so if you looked at it, you look at how

many rings per minute, how voids they’re bringing up, how many audit
transactions... So it's something that we can tell real fast...Speed is
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important in aimost everything we do. Have you ever waited in a line?
People are just sort of, you know, they expect you to get through as quick
as possible [manager, grocery store].

Significantly, Frank identifies ‘the customer’ as the driving force behind demands
for speed in the service sector, which rather oversimplifies the evolving
relationship between production and consumption (see Reiter 1996). Frank also
points to the use of technology to monitor speed among workers such as
cashiers. Allison, the human resource manager at a call center, also notes the
importance of technology in the monitoring of workers’ performance:
We have the coaches and supervisors who monitor not to mention the
reports that we do. We do dailies, and we do weeklies, and a, a daily is a
printout of every single worker by worker number so it's confidential, by
worker number and that worker number will tell you all of your stats. How
long you have been on the phone, how many logged hours, how many
production hours, how many sales per hour um, jeez, your time between
calls, your efficiency, your quality scores, everything [human resource
manager, call center].
From these managers’ perspectives, technology has aided in making policing
workers easier, as it is clear if they are making sales quotas. Employers have
proof (e.g., cash register scans per hour) of the output and productivity of
workers, and it cannot be disputed. Interestingly, Allison works in a building
where the managers are physically raised above the workers on the floor, so
managers are also able to visually check on workers’ performance. However, it
is also important to note that not all workers’ speed is as easily policed. While

cashiers’ speed can be checked using scan data, other workers may be less

easily monitored. Asked about monitoring workers’ progress, Barb commented:
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It's easier to do the cashiers, because they're based on how many items
that they're, they're putting through in an hour. So we can easily measure
them a lot easier than, the sales associate, now the sales associate
they're, they're, they're keeping their, areas tidy, filling up, customer
service. So it’s a little harder to, to judge them [manager, discount super
store].
While it is important to flag these variations in the capacity of employers to
monitor speed, the emphasis on the importance of speed came through in many
interviews with both workers and employers in retail services, home care,
cleaning and other occupations. For workers with disabilities, as was noted in
chapter 4, the preoccupation with speed can be troublesome. For women with
mobility impairments and those with learning disabilities performing at the
required speed could be difficult or even impossible. Furthermore, the increased
monitoring can be a source of stress for those who are unable to perform at the
pace required by the employers. Some women had difficulties keeping up with

the pace of work, which caused them added stress in the workplace. Many left

jobs or were dismissed as a result.

The labour process: adaptive flexibility & teamwork

Another issue raised by employers concerns their expectations with regard to
multi-tasking and teamwork. The use of ‘adaptive flexibility’ has become
increasingly common in recent years, with workers expected to perform multiple
tasks in the workplace in the interests of maximizing flexibility and reducing

labour costs. The use of teams is often associated with multi-tasking, as workers
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are expected to move between different positions, substituting for each other as
demands shift over time. Employer respondents in retail particularly emphasized
their reliance on multi-tasking and teamwork. The following excerpts from two

interviews speak to this issue:

See everybody does everything. So, like everybody goes up the ladders,
everybody does merchandising, so they'd have to um, be physically able
to do things [assistant manager, clothing store].

Everybody has a distinct job description and if you followed strictly that job
description, no, we probably wouldn’t work together very much. But we
work together to achieve sales budgets, as opposed to all working against
each other and fighting for commission, and um, we try very hard to attain
that together. If somebody is missing their budget, we all work to sell
towards their goal. If stock needs to get done, we don't just leave the
stock girl to do it, if it's not busy, we all help. If we have to put together
units on the floor, we don't leave that to the stock girl, we'll all help... | will
not do anything, | should say, | will do everything that | ask my staff to do
[manager, clothing outlet].
Both statements emphasize that workers are expected to do everything in the
store, in the interests of meeting the overall targets and goals of the store. The
second quote is particularly interesting as the manager places considerable
emphasis on the “we” of the team, diminishing the difference between himself
and his workers. Teamwork is used as an increasingly common form of
management control. As several scholars have noted, teamwork has helped to
flatten workplace hierarchies and shifted power for the regulation of work to the
workers themselves (Smith 1998). In the quote above, the manager positions
himself as ‘one of the team’, all of whom are expected to pull together. Each

member of the team is responsible for ensuring that all members pull their weight
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with the tasks that need to be accomplished. With less overt managerial
supervision, teamwork places more responsibility on the workers themselves.

For managers, teamwork is becoming a tactic of adaptive flexibility, used
on workers to increase productivity and output, as every one is expected to do
more than one job. Workers are often required to work through, or rotate through
all of the different areas in the workplace, rather than just staying in one
designated area, such as the cash register. The use of multi-tasking and
teamwork means that sales jobs may entail a range of tasks that require physical
strength and stamina, such as stocking and assembling display units. As a
result, the requirement to multi-task can have numerous implications for workers
with disabilities. If workers are unable to perform certain tasks, they become
problem workers or are not hired in the first placed. In the context of the team, as
we saw in chapter 4, if someone is unable to perform all necessary tasks, they
can be disciplined by other members of the team. Some disabled workers can
counter the team/multi-tasking expectations by explaining their limitations to co-
workers and making alternative arrangements.

Overall, when discussing what they look for in an ideal worker, employers
make frequent reference to individuals who are flexible in terms of how and when
they work, and who possess the appropriate personality and embodied
characteristics to effectively represent the company and service clients. In
addition, these workers must be able to keep up with the increasingly fast pace of

work, as well as have significant physical strength and stamina in order to fit in
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well with the ‘team’ and be capable of performing multiple tasks at the job site as
conditions demand. Although employers were asked about these criteria with no
reference to the topic of disability, it is clear that these expectations hold
implications for disabled people in their efforts to find and keep paid employment.
As was evident in chapter 4, the women talked specifically about problems they
encountered with employers’ demands for speed and flexibility among other
issues. It is possible to suggest that many of the criteria identified by employers
are underlain by an implicit assumption of able-bodiedness. As a result, disabled
workers may not fit’ into the themes identified by employers. The remainder of
this chapter examines employers’ responses to questions specifically about the
hiring and accommodation of workers with disabilities. The range of responses
suggests that some employers are more willing than others to look beyond
prevailing assumptions about the productivity of disabled people, although with

mixed implications for the disabled people themselves.

5.3 Hiring and Working With Disabled Employees

The previous section offers insight on what employers are looking for when they
hire new workers, and we have come to see how these employers conceptualize
an ‘ideal worker. This section reflects on employers’ opinions about the
employability of disabled people in particular occupational settings. In the context
of interviews, employers were asked to define ‘disability’. Many provided broad

definitions that most often included physical disabilities, sensory and
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learning/inteliectual conditions. Psychiatric conditions were included slightly less
frequently, perhaps reflecting the fact that these conditions are more often
referred to as ‘illnesses’ rather than disabilities in everyday language.
In the course of analysis, five overlapping themes were identified that captured
employers’ statements about the employability of disabled people. They are
overlapping in the sense that employers often used more than one theme in the
context of their interview. These themes are as follows:

e Not in this line of work

e Everyone is equal

e Charity and compassion

¢ Opportunities for exploitation

¢ Meaningful accommodation

Not in this line of work
The first theme identified has been labelled “not in this line of work” to capture
instances where employers explained why they thought their work place was not
an appropriate place for a disabled worker. Each employer identified certain
aspects of the job and/or workplace that they felt would prevent the hiring of a
disabled worker. Most of these statements were made with regard to either
physical disabilities or learning and psychiatric disabilities.

When looking at physical disabilities, employers explained why they felt

that workers with specific physical ‘limitations’ would not be well suited for their
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type of employment. The following quotes are illustrative of this type of
argument:

Some of the maintenance work might be a little more difficult, like on the
roof and stuff like that. Where you have, you know, heavy work and you
also need mechanical ability. And if your, these guys, you know, | couldn’t
even do the work, | mean, | know how to do it in theory, but | couldn’t do
the work [Walter, manager, local mall

The only thing is...like, in a wheelchair, you can’t clean a home in a
wheelchair. You just can't... if they're in a wheelchair, there’s absolutely
no way. That it, wouldn't work in this business [Christine, owner, cleaning
service — emphasis added].

Physical disabilities, whether they were able to perform all the tasks in the
store, because obviously you couldn’t work around that... Say in this
environment, it would be hard to hire someone in a wheelchair because of
the way the store is set up. We could get down all our aisles not
necessarily easily. And because of the way our clothing and that is
stocked...it would be hard for them to, like wait on a customer, because it
would be hard for them to get to all the stock [Mary, manager operator,
retail chain — emphasis added].

Someone that maybe can’t get around as well as, as um, the average
person... you know, there’s things that you have that we have to be able to
do here, you know, the displays are quite high. If someone is willing, not
willing, if someone is able to reach them, like we have poles and stuff the
all have to use. Occasionally you have to get up on a ladder to do
something, um, you know, it's just hard to say. See, everybody does
everything [Isabelle, assistant manager, retail chain — emphasis added].

How should we interpret these statements? Walter is justified in suggesting that
maintenance work on the roof of the mall would be difficult for someone with a
mobility impairment. Christine’s statement that people in wheelchairs cannot

clean homes is an overgeneralization. It might be more accurate to suggest that
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people using wheelchairs cannot clean homes that are not accessible, and that
these individuals may find it difficult to clean a poorly designed home in the time
that Christine allots for the task. These qualifications are important because they
move away from the supposedly innate capacity of disabled people. The
statements from Isabelle and Mary both link back to the earlier discussion about
employers’ expectations about teamwork and multi-tasking. Individuals with
mobility impairments would not be hired in these positions because of the
physical design of the store, and the expectations that “everybody does
everything”. This position is based in part on a reluctance to accommodate
physically disabled workers. In retail, for example, a physically disabled worker
may not be able to climb a ladder, but could perform other duties. While
relatively simple solutions are available for employers, the philosophy of multi-
tasking dictates otherwise.

Similar assumptions emerge in connection with people who have learning
and/or psychiatric disabilities. Employers in this theme argued that these
individuals would not fit into their work environment. Their positions tended to
reflect the assumption that people with these types of disabilities are slow,
unsuitable, and often unable to complete the required tasks. Mona, for example,
discusses her concerns about hiring a person with a learning disability:

The only disability that would obviously, ah, unfortunately would be the

learning disability, because that's where | need somebody that’s gonna be

quick, on the ball, when we have a lineup and things like that [manager,
retail clothing store].
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Where performance is involved, employers had some concerns about hiring
disabled workers. Susan discusses her experiences with an employee who had
a learning disability:

We've only had just, ah, one person with a learning disability, and he only

lasted about three months. It was really too overwhelming for him, with all

the people talking and this is a high-energy place too, and it was just too,
too much... [manager, fitness club].
In both instances, employers are talking about the way in which the expectation
of speed — a key part of the organizational culture in retail and reinforced by the
expectations of customers — means that individuals with learning disabilities are
deemed to be ‘out of place’. These statements, reinforcing the employer
emphasis on performance, connect back to the discussion in section 5.2.

Some employers also suggested that people with psychiatric disabilities
might be unable to provide another key aspect of service work: emotional labour.
Peter discusses his concerns with hiring a worker with a psychiatric disability:

Because we're in such a social type of, ah, business, ah, someone with

some emotional disabilities, or some mental disabilities, may not be the

optimum environment for them. But again, it's a case by case basis, so
certainly, ah, you know we would never say no, you know, we would have

to look through that and see what situations arise [manager, banquet
center].

The position that some jobs are not well-suited to disabled people seems more
justifiable in some instances than in others. The organization of the physical
environment may be difficult to change without an employer facing ‘undue
hardship’ in financial terms. But expectations of multi-tasking, speed and

emotional labour also make it difficult for disabled people to acquire service

113



M.A. Thesis — S. Schuer McMaster - Geography

employment. To what extent can we or should we expect employers to change
elements of their organizational culture in order to provide disabled people with

employment?

Everyone is equal (as long as they can do the job)

A second theme deals with the employers’ conception that hiring should be
based on skill sets and qualifications alone, where nothing else about the identity
of the individual is taken into consideration. Parallels were made here to the
issue of gender and racial equity in hiring. From this perspective, a person’s
disability — to the extent possible — should not be considered in the hiring
process. This theme was prevalent among respondents from larger companies,
especially those where employers and management have been trained in Human
Resource Management. The following four quotes are representative of this
theme, where the emphasis is placed on the person with a disability being treated

‘just like everybody else’

They'd have to be able to do the job like anyone else. | mean, if they
could do the job, | can’'t see that it would be a benefit or not of a benefit.
You know what | mean? [Mary, manager, retail chain].

| would say that they're just, just as they want to be treated like everybody
else, they're just like everybody else. And | have to tell you | know this
sounds really bad, but we do have progressive discipline so even if they're
not following quality, they're going to be treated exactly the same way and
but again, they're just like everyone else [Allison, human resource officer,
call centerl].
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If the person had the education | was looking for, they had the qualities
that | was looking for. | thought that they would fit in with the team — |
wouldn't have a problem. | don’t think employers should be expected to
change their employment hiring standards to accommodate somebody
with a disability. If you don’t have the skills, you don’t have the ability, then
| don'’t care if you're able bodied or not — | can't hire you [Cathy, manager,
homecare agencyj.

I've always been of the mind set equal work for equal pay regardiess if
you're male, female or you have a disability. If you can physically do the
job then I'll bring you in and give you a shot. But if you're physically
unable to do the job | don't consider that discrimination that’s just... when
you're an employer why should you give a job to somebody that’s disabled
as opposed to not disabled when one can do the job better [Steve,
manager, restaurant].

These statements are interesting in the sense that they appear to depart quite
significantly from the statements in the previous section making clear that
disabled people were not well suited to a particular position. Here, emphasis is
placed on equal treatment under equal conditions. A person is hired on the basis
of certain skills and abilities rather than on the basis of whether they are disabled
or not. However, these quotes also contain references back to the ideal
characteristics that employers identified in the previous section — for example,
fitting in with the team. Moreover, the idea that everyone should be treated
equally is problematic from the perspective of disabled workers precisely
because the very idea of accommodation at work rests on the principle that
certain changes may be needed to make it possible for a disabled person to
complete the essential tasks of a specific job. There is no talk of

accommodations for potential workers here — people will gain employment only if
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they are able to do the required tasks. Employers will hire workers as long as
they are able to do the job, however this position does not recognize the
inadequacies of the workplace and labour process. In this sense, the discourse
of ‘a level playing field’ allows employers to sound inclusive even though the
outcome of hiring practices may be as exclusionary as the previous theme.

Some employers looked at the issue of equal treatment from a different
perspective, looking through the eyes of the disabled worker. These employers
seemed concerned for the workers and argued that they were concerned about
hiring them in the event that the worker could not perform the required tasks.
However, in the end, their decisions were based on whether the worker was able
to complete the necessary requirements of the job. Carol expresses her

concerns in the following way:

In this store, | would have some concerns, there’s a lot of lifting, moving
things around constantly, it's 7,000 square feet approximately, so it's a lot
of room, if it's somebody who, um, is, you know, is uncomfortable or who
has something wrong with their legs, or um, you know can't be on their
feet, you cannot sit at all during your shift except for on your breaks, so
obviously that would be a concern. | would hire somebody with a
disability, depending on what it was, do you know what | mean, like | would
never put them in a situation where they would be set up to fail [manager,
retail clothing chain — emphasis added].

Again, the statement from Carol implies overt willingness to hire a worker with a
disability as well as a level of concern with the worker’'s experience at the
workplace. Yet this level of concern does not extend to a consideration of the
fact that a worker with a physical disability might need to sit during their shift

(indeed, this might also be true of all the workers).
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There is a lack of recognition of the constraints facing disabled workers. In
fact, respondents often tended to overlook enduring inequities built into work
environments and labour processes. This tendency was is produced in part by a
lack of understanding about the contextual nature of access and accommodation,
but also by an assumption that disabled people should be responsible for seeking
out appropriate work environments. As an human resource officer from the
public school board commented:

If they're an accountant and they are bound to their wheelchair, couidn’t

they get a job as an accountant somewhere that is wheelchair accessible?

| don’t see what the problem would be.
To the extent that these sentiments inform the hiring practices of these and other

employers, they narrow the employment opportunities for workers requiring

accommodations, despite claims of a level playing field.

Charity Cases & Compassion

A third theme captured some employers’ sense that employing disabled person
constituted a form of compassion for persons less fortunate than themselves.
This sentiment was most often expressed in connection with people with learning
or intellectual disabilities. The assumption underlying this theme is that people
with these types of disabilities cannot perform the duties of a regular worker, but
that in some instances they deserve to be employed as a form of charity.

Employers stated that they were giving the disabled person an ‘opportunity’ and
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helping someone out. Les, for example, talks about an individual employed at his

store:
People that are underprivileged whether it is physically or mentally, [ really
have a soft spot for those kind of people and if there is a place for them in
the workforce, | really support trying to have them in our store. For
example, right in our store we have a fellow who has Downs Syndrome
working in our parts department and he does unbelievable work for us...
we don't really ask him to do customer service things, but as far as
cleaning shelves, dusting that kind of stuff he is just great [Les, president,
retail chain].

Along similar lines, Joanne talks about her willingness to employ someone with a

disability to help out and to provide someone with an opportunity:
| just adore people. Especially when they're disabled because | look at
them and go “you know what, | have to stop complaining”. Because look
at like, they make the best of their life. So | would have...l would love to

give someone an opportunity because it would make them feel good and it
would make me feel good [Joanne, owner, fast food chain].

These quotes are interesting for a number of reasons. First, they illustrate the
employers’ willingness to hire disabled workers because they feel that it is an
appropriate and compassionate thing to do. These employers expressed a
strong commitment to helping out in the community, and felt that they were doing
a good deed by hiring a disabled worker. At the same time, it could also be
argued that employers benefit in a number of ways from the presence of these
workers. For example, the employee at Les’ workplace was on a work placement
and paid by a community agency rather than by Les himself. Joanne suggests
that she would benefit by having a disabled person around because she would

feel better about herself — a ‘there but for the grace of God go I’ experience.
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Moreover, this experience has implications for disabled people if they are hired
as ‘token’ workers, and treated paternalistically within the organization.

In addition, some employers felt that they benefited from hiring a disabled
worker in terms of making the company appear to be a responsible corporate
citizen within the community. Frank and Lois talked about the benefits of hiring
someone with a learning or intellectual disability:

A lot of people like to see that people are given equal opportunity who do

have disabilities in the workforce you know, that companies do make

concessions to try to help some people out. And most people with
disabilities are very positive people with very good customer relations
skills. They love the communication, and the customers feed off of that...

It really is a real benefit as far as what your community sees and it can

really keep a lot of people shopping at your location [Frank, manager,
grocery store].

The benefit for us would be we are a corporate citizen, we are part of the
community and as a result of that we would welcome opportunities to
participate in that, if that means helping out, shall we call it the more
disadvantaged? [Lois, administrator, long-term care facility].

These quotes show how employers may benefit from having a disabled worker in
the sense that they improve the company’s image and community relations for
the business. This could produce problems for the disabled workers because
they may feel that they are employed because of their condition, not because of

their skills, as a worker valuable to the company.

Last, several respondents in this theme talked about the benefits derived

by employers from wage subsidy programs offered by the provincial government.
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Talking about the advantages of wage subsidies and the resulting work
placements, the manager of a restaurant commented:
| think the [subsidy] programs are good and should be expanded. It's
good for the restaurant industry because there’s a lot of stuff that is not,
let’s not put the word mindless but doesn’t take a lot of thought like
portioning control and rice portioning, pasta portioning things like that. It
doesn't take a lot of effort to do it but it gives them something to do [Steve,
manager, restaurant].
A response like this can be interpreted in different ways. In one sense, it
suggests that that government programs such as the wage subsidy scheme
successfully facilitate the entry of disabled people into paid work. However, it can
also be read to suggest that such programs produce subsidize disabled workers
to do what Steve almost calls the ‘mindless’ work of the service sector. What are

the implications of encouraging disabled people to take up such positions? This

topic is explored further in the fourth theme.

Opportunities for exploitation

The fourth theme concerns the potential for exploitation of disabled workers.
Although emphasis has been placed so far on the problems disabled people have
in securing work, some employers in the service sector talked about the fact that
disabled people might be well suited to employment. This was often the case in
cleaning work, care work and other occupations that have been subject to
downgrading. In these instances, employers looked at disabled workers as being
grateful to have a job, so these workers are obedient and easily controlled. In this

sense, a troubling parallel can be drawn between disabled workers and recent
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immigrant groups. Research has shown that some recent immigrants often face
high levels of exploitation in the labour market because they are discriminated
against and forced into low-skilled work where they work long hours for low pay
(Pratt 1998; Hiebert 1999). While the processes at work for disabled people and
recent immigrants may be somewhat different, a common theme is that they are
perceived as being more docile and less likely to complain, in large part because
they have few other options. In the context of interviews, several employers
suggested that this was a positive characteristic of disabled workers:

They're loyal people, they've been through a lot, disability people. And the

benefit that | would see in hiring them is that they would just give you a

hundred and ten percent because they’'ve been through so much. And if

someone gave them a break, they would just give more than their share. |
wish | can have twenty of them [Christine, owner, cleaning service].

Ah, working with a lot of disabled people, especially kids, you find a, a lot
are very obedi, you know, willing to please, almost ready to do anything
that you ask for. Ah, it almost seems like their, going back to the
responsibility, aimost seems like on the whole you have a lot more
responsibility, coming from them [Peter, manager, banquet center].

They always feel that they have to prove, so they work harder, Ok, so
you're getting a good hard working associate, because that, you know, just
like putting a girl in the automotive department, ok, you know, changing
tires and all, she always has to work harder to prove that she can do the
job better than the guys [Barb, personnel, discount department store].
These quotes show how employers often see disabled workers as docile and
obedient. Thus, although disabled people may depart from the ideal worker in
other respects discussed earlier (flexibility, multi-tasking, etc), in certain low-

skilled occupations such as cleaning and care-work they may be seen as
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desirable workers. Disabled workers may not often speak out or complain in fear
of losing employment. They may be willing to work harder than ‘normal’ workers,
in order to prove their worth as an employee. Loyalty and unwillingness not to
protest unfair conditions could make the employers’ job easier. Furthermore, in
sectors that have a difficult time attracting staff, loyalty is a trait often difficult to
find. Christine, for example, discusses the turnover rate in her company:
We have a high turmover. People will come in, they say they like to clean,
but once you get out there, it's totally different. People think that cleaning,
just the, you know, wipe the table — it's clean. They don't consider like, the
legs or the chairs or anything like that. So once they realize that they have
to do that, you know, we have a very high turnover rate... That's the
biggest challenge is to keep finding the staff and to keep them there.
People don't work like they used to work. People are...government
programs allow people to be lazy [owner, cleaning service).
Although Christine suggests that it is a work ethic problem, the high turnover may
be due more to the physically demanding nature of the work, the low wages
(starting at $7.00/hour) and other issues such as the fact that the company does
not pay for travel time between homes. In the context of such high turnover, she
talks about how much she values a woman with a learning disability who works
for her.
Just the way that she works and her love of integrity. She doesn’t get in
confrontation with the customer. She does a good job. The customers
always want her. No, I just wish | had more of her [owner, cleaning
service].
Again, while Christine’s view of the worker is positive, it is important to look at the

broader context for this situation. Given the problems finding staff for low-wage

cleaning work, the fact that a disabled woman stays at the job and doesn’t ‘get
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into confrontations’ with clients or complain makes her an ideal worker in this
sector. The fact that disabled people feel the need to work harder than others
people, and the fact that they avoid complaining for fear of losing their jobs

means that they are vulnerable to exploitation at work.

Meaningful Accommodations
A final theme that was found concerns some employers’ willingness to hire
disabled employers and at the same time recognize their responsibilities to
provide reasonable accommodations. It is significant that knowledge about
accommodation and the expressed willingness to accommodate people in the
workplace came disproportionately — but not exclusively — from public and non-
profit employers. While the sample size for the project prevents any reliable
generalization to the larger population of employers, this finding is not surprising
given the organizational climate of the non-profit sector and the higher union
density in the public sector. [t also suggests that these sectors may offer more
supportive work environments (also Hall 2004). Laura expressed an explicit
commitment to a diverse workforce that was representative of the populations the
organization served:
We are very active to make sure that we actually have — to make sure that
my staff are representative of the people that are working for. So we have
people who have physical disabilities here. I've had staff who have had
psychiatric ilinesses. The physically disabilities are pretty easy actually,
because you can say to the person, what is a limitation for you? And we
have adapted whatever is necessary. We have one women here who has

a visual impairment, so we had to purchase a larger computer screen for
her and magnifiers, so that she can read things a little easier. So we've
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increased the font on our computers, and all sorts of other things to make
it easier for her to read [Laura, director, charitable organization].
Joan also demonstrated a good understanding of the existing accommodation
provisions and — perhaps more significantly — a sense of what those provisions

meant in practice:

We've got a wheelchair ramp, the doorways are fairly wide. You know, we
would be able to accommodate workstations ...we look at what the
physical demands are, and then can the, like because if some of our
workers are injured, we need to know what the physical demands of the
roles are, and then how can the situation be accommodated so that the
person can take on those roles... | know there is a duty to accommodate
for workplace injuries up to the point of hardship for the company, and
that’s really scary when you read it in those terms, but our actual practice
hasn’t been that difficult [director, health/social service organization].

Her statement suggests that while the language of ‘undue hardship’ can be
alarming to employers, the reality is that many accommodations and adjustments
can be done relatively inexpensively. This observation is important as it suggests
that many employers with little experience of disabled workers may view the
issue of accommodation with a sense of fear, not least concerning the potential
financial consequences.

In the public sector, respondents also discussed instances of meaningful
accommodation. Noah, for example, discusses some of his experience at the
public school board:

A few years ago at this building we had a gentleman who, he had Multiple

Sclerosis, who we took on really for a...a sort of, | won't say a special job,

but he was able to assist our planning department with a lot of work and

then assisted our own area here in calling people who were off on WSIB
absences and that sort of thing. And we were able though grant
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assistances to equip him with the necessary equipment. We set up a little
office for him down in our basement. Unfortunately the disease was
progressing, so eventually he was no longer able to come to work to the
building, so we moved the office to his house...I guess it goes back to the
main concerns of how can we adapt what we have here or wherever to
accommodate that individual. We knew there was a way we could do it
and that we had the will to do it [human resource officer, public school
board].
Given the size of the organization and the expertise of HR personnel, the school
board may have been in a position to offer extensive accommodations and
alternatives for the employee. In addition, the person for whom Noah was
arranging these accommodations was a skilled employee. In the context of
interviews it was found that accommodations of this nature were more likely to be
provided to skilled and professional workers rather than iow-skilled service
workers.

In the for-profit, private sector, although some respondents expressed a
willingness to accommodate, instances of actual accommodation were recounted
less frequently. However, those that had been implemented often resulted in
positive outcomes for both workers and employers: Barb talks about a change
that was made to the schedule of a woman worker:

The only thing is that you know, we did, the hours, you know, like on an

Saturday and a Sunday... the shift actually is seven to three-thirty, and we

had to modify it to ten to six-thirty, ah, because she does take certain

medications and to accommodate those medications, we did have to
modify the shift. In fact it, it probably gave it better coverage, because
now she looks after, you know, cleaning up the offices, emptying the

garbage’s, and emptying the garbage’s throughout the store, making sure
all our paper towels are filled [personnel, discount department store].
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Although these accommodations made were not major, they enabled the woman
to successfully perform all of the duties required that would not have been
possible without accommodations. While there were several other instances
where accommodations had provided opportunities for disabled women to
maintain paid work, this was not the case in many other settings. While the issue
of cost is a reality for smaller employers, the reality is that many accommodations
cost relatively little. Changes to physical plant and work environments can be
costly, but changes to scheduling, work routines and the division of labour among
a team of employees may cost very little in financial terms. Employers may be
reluctant to provide these kinds of changes because they challenge the prevailing
organizational culture. In other words, they would require employers to give up

some of their flexibility.

5.4 Conclusion

This chapter has helped to define how employers conceptualize the
characteristics of the ‘ideal’ service worker, with particular emphasis placed on
personality, physical appearance, strength and stamina, pace of work teamwork
and time-management. The valuing of these characteristics raise difficult
questions about (1) the extent to which the workplaces and organizational
cultures continue to be underlain by an assumption of ‘able-bodiedness’ and (2)
the implications of this assumption for disabled workers who do not demonstrate

the appropriate characteristics. The chapter has also demonstrated that the
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valuing of these characteristics makes some employers reluctant to look past the
stereotypical views of disabled people and allow disabled workers into the paid
workforce. At the same time, other employers are willing to hire disabled people,
but in some instances this is motivated by a desire to help out less fortunate
people. While this motive is not inherently negative, when coupled with a
concern for positive public relations and/or wage subsidies, it raises concerns
about the overall outcome of such arrangements. In addition, some employers
see disabled workers as attractive because they are less likely to cause
‘problems’ and more likely to grateful for work. In sectors subject to
downgrading, this raises the possibility that disabled people — particularly those
with learning disabilities — will be subject to exploitation. Finally, some employers
provide meaningful accommodation to disabled people. While this appears to be
more likely to occur in the public and for-profit sectors, examples from for-profit

employers suggest that it can be used to create openings for disabled people.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

6.1 Summary of Research

How disabled women experience work
There is often a fundamental disconnect between what many employers are
looking for in a worker and what the women interviewed were able to offer
while at work. This disconnect is typically not the product of an inherent
limitation caused by impairment, but is produced by what Moss and Dyck call
‘bodies in context’. The context in this instance is made up of contemporary

service workplaces and labour processes.

Each woman interviewed had unique experiences while at work, although
some common themes emerged from the analysis. First, employment
relations were not always ideal for the women interviewed. Because of the
shift in the nature of work, flexibility was an issue, as numerical flexibility was
primarily seen as a tool that benefited employers, not the women interviewed.
Although there were some examples where flexibility worked for both the
employer and the worker, the women perceived that they were negatively
singled out due to their disability, and that employers believed that they would
need to be more flexible with the women interviewed in part because of their
disability. Furthermore, some of the women said that they needed some

flexibility while at work, in order to remain effective. Through the women'’s
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experiences, this type of flexibility — for example, getting up and stretching,
taking short breaks, etc — was not always offered. In some instances, women
were reluctant to ask for flexibility from their employers, electing instead to
work through their discomfort because they feared the negative repercussions
of asking employers. Training was also seen as source of stress for some of
the women interviewed. Because of the nature of work in the service sector,
several women experienced a workplace where employers want their workers
to be ready to work as soon as possible. For a number of the women
interviewed, this was simply not possible, extra time was needed in order for
them to understand what their responsibilities and tasks were, however they

were thrown into work unclear and unready to perform up to par.

Moving on to the labour process, the women also indicated that they are
aware of certain qualities that employers are looking for in an ideal employee,
which produces a tension between what employers want and what these women
can sometimes give. Often, they must attempt to approximate the ideal, which is
implicitly able-bodied. While many women have developed ways to cope with the
added stress of attempting to ‘act’ like the ideal employee, these strategies can in
some circumstances lead workers to over-extend themselves. Performance,
both emotional and embodied was seen as another obstacle for some of the
women interviewed. It became clear that emotional labour was more of a
problem for the women with psychiatric and learning disabilities. For the most

part, these women were conscious of what is expected of them while at work,
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however, at times, the degree of performance was overwhelming. Bodywork was
found difficult for some of the physically disabled women as well. These women
were aware that they did not look like the ‘typical’ employee, nor were they able
to carry themselves the way that the employers wanted. The women were aware
that employers expected them to carry themselves a specific way, and in some
instances, the women were not able to approximate what the employers
expected.

Demands for speed were also a concern for many of the women
interviewed. Because of the nature of service work, the women saw the
emphasis placed on speed by employers. This creates problems for all types of
employment — from cleaning work, to healthcare, to retail service and restaurant
workers. Time restrictions were placed on several women, and the women
struggled in order to keep up the required pace. Because workers are required to
work at such as fast pace, they may not do as well as they could or should. Yet
the emphasis typically remains on completing the task quickly, rather than on
valuing the quality of work.

Multi-tasking and teamwork, another form of flexibility was concerning for
some of the women interviewed. Because they are expected to work in all areas,
the responsibilities for the women are increased and some of the duties may not
fit with what the women are able to do. Today's employers expect a great deal
from their workers, and for certain women interviewed, that can create problems.

In such cases, a little extra help can be seen as an accommodation for these

130



M.A. Thesis ~ S. Schuer McMaster - Geography

women, as they would not be able to meet the requirements of the job without
some help.

Coping mechanisms were set up by the women in order to attempt to act
like the ideal worker. Some women internalized their inabilities, having direct
consequences with their self-esteem. Other women decide to work to the best of
their abilities, in order to attempt to approximate the ideal worker. A few women
opted to work unpaid overtime in order to accomplish what needed to get done at
work. Another coping mechanism for the women was to ask for accommodations
from their employers. Also, women found ways to get around tasks so that they
would not have to perform some things, while still looking like they are working
efficiently and effectively. Finally, it was found that some women interviewed
simply would not apply for jobs where they knew they would not be able to
perform up to par. These strategies allowed the women to continue to work,
while managing their disability. Clearly, some coping strategies were more
effective than others in terms of safeguarding the women’s own well-being. At
the same time, the women faced the pressure of doing whatever was needed in
order for them to keep their jobs.

It was also noted that the women had a great amount of extra work to do
while at work. For the women whom opted to inform people at work about their
impairment, there was extra work done by the women in order to explain what
was ‘wrong’, and what needed to be done for the women in order to level the

playing field. This process involved employers, supervisors and co-workers, and
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much of the burden was placed on the disabled women, to explain what needed
to be done in order to accommodate their needs. This coincides with the resuits
of recent work by Church et al (2005) in the context of the banking sector.
Thinking of accommodations, the women interviewed with visible and non-
visible disabilities have different experiences. Women with visible disabilities are
faced with the question of whether or not to ask for accommodations. Women
with non-visible disabilities have two options. If they conceal their disabilities,
they cannot ask or receive accommodations, however if they reveal their
disabilities they are able to as for accommodations. The outcome of this is
twofold - if workers reveal their disability they can be hired with accommodations
or not hired, while those who do not reveal are hired but with problems later on.
Accommodations for the women interviewed were often needed, but several
women chose not to ask for help, as they feared losing their job. This was
particularly the case for women with psychiatric disabilities, suggesting that

concerns about stigma in the workplace remain strong.

Employer’s experiences with disabled workers

Perhaps not surprisingly, the employer's statements mirrored for the most part
the experiences of the disabled women. The employers’ comments on the
construction of the ideal worker produced several themes. Flexibility was
important, and several employers stated that they needed workers to work

undesirable shifts, often on weekends and evenings in order to accommodate the
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store hours. Some employers seemed to have a difficult time finding workers
willing to work these unconventional shifts — especially Sundays. Additionally,
because of the lack of guaranteed hours, some employers struggled to keep
staff. It was seen that employers expect a great deal more flexibility from their
workers than what they, as employers, were willing to give. Casual work was
also a concept that employers tried to make-work to their advantage. With the
lack of guaranteed hours, many employers found that it was difficult to find

workers to agree to work casually.

Moving on to the labour process and the performance of work, many
employers are looking for the same thing in their workers. For the most part
employers are looking for workers to be ‘well put together’. Personality however
is more complex. What employers are looking for in terms of personality differs
across different types of service work. For example: a retail or restaurant
atmosphere, employers are primarily looking for workers who are outgoing, and
energetic. On the other hand, when looking at the care taking and cleaning
industry, employers would prefer workers who were generally more reserved. In
many service jobs, a large component of worker duties involve public interaction,
which in short, demands appropriate emotional work. Education and skills are no
longer the most important qualification, as long as they have an outgoing
personality, and are ‘well put together’. Both of these, however, are forms of
emotional labour extracted from workers. Performance skills are becoming more

important than skills and training in certain areas of service work. Because of
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this, the expectations of workers to look and act a specific way translate to a
large amount of added effort over and above specific job descriptions. In terms
of physical appearance, and bodywork, several themes materialized. Employers
preferred workers to be ‘clean cut’, well presented, well dressed and professional.
Again, adding to the embodied performances, workers must always look the part,
as well as look how the company wants to be represented.

Speed was an important theme, where virtually every employer placed a
strong demand for workers to maintain a certain pace while at work. In some
instances technology has helped to speed up the pace of work, and in other
instances, technology helped to police workers and record how fast they are
working. Overall, employers require workers to work fast and efficiently as a

priority.

Another important theme that was mentioned by several employers was
teamwork and adaptive flexibility. Employers are increasingly implementing
teamwork as a tool to improve productivity, as well as blur the job descriptions,
making everyone responsible for everything that needs to be accomplished in the
store, on their shift. This makes it easier for employers to move workers from
department to department if need be. Furthermore, with everyone able to work in
all departments, this allows employers to get away with hiring less staff because
there are no longer areas that are job specific and no specialized training is

required.
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Based on the employer’'s statements about hiring and working with
disabled workers, five overlapping themes were identified in how employers
described their willingness to hire and accommodate disabled workers. First, the
theme, ‘not in this line of work’, simply stated that there were certain aspects of
the job requirements that would prevent them from hiring a disabled worker.
Here, it was found that employers often stereotype certain disabilities and form
negative attitudes towards people with certain conditions. Because of this, it
makes it more difficult for people with particular conditions to acquire
employment, because they are not given a chance based upon their disability.
The second theme was labelled ‘everyone is equal’. This theme was based on
hiring candidates looking at skill sets and qualifications alone. The assumption of
a level playing field allows employers to eliminate workers’ (those who do not
have the qualifications), from the job pool, and employers have an excuse to fall
back on if they are ever confronted on why certain individuals have received the
job over others. The third theme, ‘charity and compassion’, discussed how
employers would hire a worker out of compassion, and this was often related to
the experiences of those with learning or intellectual disabilities. Some
employers felt that they benefited from hiring a disabled worker, as they looked
progressive and concerned with the broader well-being of the community. The
fourth theme was labelled ‘opportunities for exploitation’. This is where
employers hired disabled workers strictly for their own benefit, to make the

company look better, or to take advantage of ‘docile’ workers in order to push

135



M.A. Thesis — S. Schuer McMaster - Geography

productivity limits and maximize profits. Finally, the fifth theme concerned
meaningful accommodation. Here employers were aware of, and tried to make
good on, their responsibility for providing meaningful accommodations to disabled
workers. It is significant that instances of meaningful accommodation tended to

be disproportionately concentrated in the public and non-profit sectors.

6.2 Significance of the Research

Conceptual significance

Notwithstanding some positive experiences found, it can be suggested that both
data sets point to the enduring norms of able-bodiedness in the workplace, as
well as the ways in which recent changes to the welfare state have exacerbated
the situation. Because of the recent changes made to the welfare state, many
disabled women need to find work. This study has shown that the women are not
always able to approximate what the employers construct as the ideal worker,
however the women have created various coping strategies in order to best
approximate the ideal. The type of emotional, embodied work that is required by
the majority of the employers in the service sector can be physically and
emotionally draining for women with disabilities. Because these women do not fit
into what the employers believe is the ideal worker, they must work twice as hard,
in order to fit the ideal, as well as perform emotionally. For women with physical
disabilities, bodywork is challenging, as their bodies are physically different from

the ‘normal’ body. This makes it harder for the women to perform up to the
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requirements of the employers, because if they are able to perform the task, they
will look different while performing. For women with learning and psychiatric
disabilities, ‘appropriate’ emotional performance can be difficult. We have seen
that these women struggle with always having to look the part, and acting the
way employers expect. Strategies used by the women allow them to
approximate the ideal, but at a cost, both mentally and physically. There is a
need to change the concept of the ideal worker in order to recognize that the
ideal worker can look and work differently that what employers previously found.
Thinking back to Dyck and Moss’ (2002) concept of ‘bodies in context’, this
research further suggests that different bodies experience different outcomes in
different situations. The women interviewed made it clear that they experience
their bodies differently at work than they would at home, because of the
demanding nature of service work and the performative, emotional nature of their
work. It is important to recognize that there is a discrepancy in how the women
act while at work compared to how they act under different circumstances. At the
same time, the positive experiences of a small number of women in this study
point to the sometimes quite small changes that are required to make workplaces
‘enabling’. The ‘give-and-take’ relationship between worker and employer
recounted by Audrey, for example, allowed a woman with both psychiatric
condition and chronic physical iliness to be a productive employee under
conditions that accounted for the specific challenges of her impairments. While

obviously not all employees can work from home, this and other examples
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suggest that innovative thinking about that nature of work could have significant

positive impacts on women like the respondents in this study.

Policy significance

This study has numerous policy implications. The first implication deals with the
concept of meaningful and enabling accommodations. The women are working
but often not in appropriate conditions. If employers were more willing to provide
meaningful accommodations, perhaps employee retention rates would increase.
There is a need to broaden and enforce the concept of meaningful
accommodations in order to allow for more women with disabilities access into
the paid workforce. By providing meaningful accommodations, employers would
be giving disabled workers more chance at succeeding in the workplace, as they
will be on an equal playing field with their able-bodied counterparts. In addition,
when examining the Ontarians with Disabilities Act (O.D.A), the onus is on the
disabled worker to seek out accommodations. Under human rights legislation, if
an employer does not provide accommodations, the disabled worker is
responsible to report the employer. This process can be intimidating and lengthy
for the people attempting to gain work. Also, when looking at accommodations
another question that needs to be addressed is: what is an appropriate
accommodation in jobs requiring emotional labour? In this way, the essential
duties of service work are brought into question; as workers can argue that the

essential duties would be to serve the clients, not to ‘perform’ while serving. On
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the other hand employers can make the argument that the performance aspect of
service work is an essential duty for the position.

Second, what needs to be addressed is how employers hire workers.
There is a need to change hiring policies, so that stereotypes are avoided during
the hiring process. Negative stereotypes implicit or not affect the way that
employers hire new staff. This has implications for people with disabilities, as
they constantly have to prove that they are just as capable to perform the
required tasks. Training policies also need to be looked at, in order to ensure
that every worker feels comfortable before they start to work. Without adequate
training, workers are being set up to fail, which can create more stress for the
workers. Some of the women stated that all they ask is for employers to give
them a ‘chance’. With that said, looking at current hiring practices of the
employers interviewed, the process is complex. Interviews are common, and
some employers require multiple interviews in order for the applicants to be
successful in obtaining work. As reflected in the interviews with the disabled
women, it was noted that the questions asked during the interviews were not
realistic for the positions that they were applying for, (where do you see yourself
in five years), as the women just wanted to work. A possible solution to this
problem could be to reverse the process; by training potential employees first,
and then follow up with an interview once the training process is complete. This
would allow for potential employees to be adequately trained before the employer

has to make the decision to hire. This would effectively level the playing field for
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many applicants, allow applicants to become comfortable with the work, and give
them the opportunity to prove themselves to potential employers.

Third, we have seen that some of the women are in precarious positions in
the labour market and the majority of the women have difficulties keeping a job
for a long period of time. Employers stated that they had problems with high
turnover rates, which could be partly because of the nature of service work, and
how the women burn out after some time. Studies have shown that burnout is
becoming more and more common in workers however, for the women
interviewed, burnout may come earlier, as they must manage their disability with
their employment. Embodied work is physically and mentally draining, and for
the women interviewed, they have to work harder to attempt to approximate the
ideal worker, expected by the employers. Because not all of the women ask for
accommodations, they strategize in order to perform as best as they can. For the
most part, it was seen that eventually the women interviewed lost their jobs, or
quit because it was too much for them to handle. There is a need to challenge
the way employers look at disabled workers in order for disabled workers to gain
and maintain stable employment. In order to do so, there is a need for employers
to be more open minded about the definition of embodied work, and allow for
different methods to be used in the workplace. By this, the routinization and
orders of service should be more lenient, in order to make them easier to follow.

With lower amounts of emphasis place on following strict rules of interaction,
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perhaps workers in the service sector would manage to keep their jobs for longer

periods of time.

6.3 Limitations and Implications for Future Research

One limitation found is that for the most part this study focused on employment at
the lower end of the labour market. Because of this, | may have painted a rather
bleak picture for disabled women attempting to negotiate how to gain and
maintain paid work. Furthermore, the situation could be very different higher up
in the labour market, or even in another sector of the economy. Perhaps looking
at jobs higher up in the labour market, the results found will differ form what was
found in this study.

Furthermore, this research is geographically specific. Hamilton, Ontario
has a distinct labour market, relying greatly on industry. Because of this, the
results of the study are based solely on what was found in Hamilton, which may
not hold true in other cities. Again, if this research looked at another city, the
results may differ greatly.

From this research, there are numerous opportunities for future research.
First, a larger scale study looking at how disabled women negotiate gaining and
maintaining paid work will help to see trends across Canada. Second, one could
study different sectors in the labour market and compare and contrast the
demands faced on disabled women in different areas of the economy. Third, a

study comparing the differences between how disabled men and women
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negotiate their way through paid employment within the service sector could

strengthen this research as well.
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APPENDIX A

Employee/person with disability interview guide (themes and selected

sample questions)

e Decisions to enter and/or leave labour force

O

@)

Can you tell me when you first started (looking for) paid
employment?

How old were you?

Why then?

How long did it take you to find a job?

For those people no longer in the labour market — when did you
stop (looking for) paid work?

Why then?

e Work history (including unpaid and volunteer)

@)

@)

@)

o

If working — opinion about current position

How satisfied are you with your current job? (probe — wages,
security, prospect, etc)

If not satisfied, what kind of position would you like to be in?

Are you qualified for that type of work right now?

If not, what would it take to get qualified?

If looking for work — ideally what kind of job would like right now?
How does that compare with the kind of job you expect to find?

How would you describe the job market right now?

e Perceived barriers to finding a job

(o]

©)

@]

Can you think of any obstacles that you encountered during your
job search/es?

What were they?

(Probe — concerns about losing benefits, issues of transportation

other things that may have got | the way of finding a job)
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o Which if any of those obstacles do you think were related to your
disability?

o Can you explain how?

o How did you deal with them situations?

o Which if any of those problems were been related to other issues?

o Please explain

o How did you deal with them situations?

o Can you think of things that helped you when you were looking for
work? (were there any resources or people that made things
easier?)

o Was any of this assistance specifically concerned with disability?

¢ Experience with employers

o Based on your own experiences, how would you characterize the
attitudes of employers/managers when it comes to hiring someone
with a disability?

o What's your opinion based on/can you provide some examples?

o Why do you think those employers behaved that way/expressed
those attitudes?

o How did you try to deal with that situation?

e Experiences at work/relationships on the job

o Does/did your disability make a difference to your relationship with
your boss/co-workers?

o Can you explain in what ways?

o How did you deal with that?

o Do you think your boss’ views about you/your disability changed
over time?

o Inwhat ways? (probe for evidence)

o Did your co-workers attitudes about you/your disability changed

over time?

153



O

M.A. Thesis — S. Schuer McMaster - Geography

In what ways? (probe for evidence)

o Were there other people with disabilities at that workplace?

e Workplace accessibility and accommodation

(@]

@)

@)

In the job(s) you've had, was it necessary for the companies to
make changes to the workplace ot the to facilitate access and
accommodation

Did you have to ask for these or were they offered?

Have there been situations were access and accommodation would
have helped, but you didn’t request/receive them?

Can you explain why?

What were some of the costs/benefits of not having changes?
What were some of the costs/benefits of those changes?

(cost -- other people saw it as preferential treatment?)

In your view, how did your employers view these accommodations?

e Negotiating invisible and/or undisclosed disability at work

(@]

Can you tell me why you decided not to tell your employer about
your disability?

Was it difficult to come to that decision?

Was it at all difficult to keep your disability undisclosed?

Were there specific strategies you used at work to keep the
disability a secret?

What effects did not telling people have on your experience at
work?

What effects did it have on you as a person?

For people who disclosed at a later date — what made you decide to
tell your employer about your disability?

What was the reaction of your employer/manager?

What about your co-workers?
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o What impact did the disclosure have on your job/your ability to
perform your job?
o What impact did it have on you?
¢ Knowledge/opinions about employment equity/ODA legislation
o In your opinion, what's the most appropriate way to create job
opportunities for persons with disabilities?
o What about provincial employment equity legislation to create job
opportunities for disabled people?
e Socio-demographic information (education, age, gender, disability, etc.)
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APPENDIX B

Employer Interview guide

Section One
Nature of workplace/workforce
Can you tell me a little about the firm?
When was it established?
What areas of do you specialize in?
How many employees do you currently have?
Has that changed much in the last five years or so?
What are the reasons for those changes?
Roughly what proportion of your workforce is permanent full-time?

e Do you employ a lot of Part-time

e Seasonal

e Casual

e Temporary
Have the characteristics of your workforce changed over the last five years or so?
Does your company ever use a temporary agency to find workers?
Is that a recent development?
Can you tell me what the starting salary for entry level positions would be?
Can you tell me roughly what proportion of your workforce is male?
Is any of your workforce unionized?
Does your company offer benefits?

e Who qualifies for them?
With regard to employee retention rates, can you tell me roughly how long
employees stay at your firm?
Section Two
Interviews and Résumés
When you are hiring, where do you advertise your positions available?

* Probe: employment services, internet, newspapers
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What are the positions that you have been most recently hiring for?
Thinking about those positions specifically, can you tell me what skills /
qualifications you look for in an applicant?
e Entry level, specialized, education, training, etc.
Aside from these skills / qualities, what else do you think makes a good
candidate?
Probe — can you explain that a bit?
Can you give me a sense of how your hiring process works? (Ask the next set of
questions accordingly).
Looking through résumés, how do you select out people for interviews?
For the positions you've been hiring most recently, roughly how many résumés
did you receive and how many people got interviews?
During an interview, what types of questions do you ask potential employees?
What are you looking for when you are interviewing a candidate?
Once you've hired a new employee, what happens next? For example is there a
period of training?
e Job training
- How long does it take to train new employees?
- s there flexibility in that time frame?
And/or are most workers hired for a probationary period to begin with?
e Probation
- How is the progress of new employees monitored?
- What constitutes satisfactory progress?
Overall, what do you see as the biggest challenge in finding suitable employees

for your firm?

Section Three:

Definitions of ‘disability’
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Now I'd like to change the focus of the interview a little. I'd like to ask you some
questions about disability.
When you hear the term disability, what comes to mind?
Can you explain why that one/those came to mind?
Are there other conditions that you think of when you hear the term disability?
¢ Physical,
e Psychiatric
e Learning

e Developmental

Views about hiring disabled persons/perceived barriers to employment
As someone involved in hiring employees, can you think of concerns you might
have about hiring someone with any of the disabilities we've just talked about?
. Access
. Accommodation, any additional equipment provided, flexible schedule?
« Anything else you can think of?

Can you think of any benefits of hiring someone with a disability?

Have you had any experience hiring or managing an employee with a disability?

Section Four A: For those who have hired disabled persons only
Experience hiring and working with disabled persons
Can you tell me about that experience?

¢ Did you have any initial concerns?

e How did the person work out?

e How long at the firm?

Sometimes workplaces and work schedules have to be modified in order for a

disabled person to take the job.
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Thinking back to the experience with , were any changes made to the
workplace or work schedule to accommodate that person?

e What were they? (Flexible schedules, time off, longer training, etc.)

e When/why were they made?

e What impact did they have?

¢ Did you have any concerns about that?

e Was there any kind of cost involved...?

In terms of the social environment at work, did hiring a disabled person affect
this?
e Employees reactions to accommodations made for the person with a
disability
e Does the disabled person fit in socially?

e How was this person introduced to the others in the workplace?
Overall, do you think your experiences with have made you more/less
willing to hire another person with a disability?

Can you explain that a bit?

Do you think that there are jobs in your company that wouldn’t be well suited for a

disabled person?
Section Four B: For those who have not hired disabled people
Have you had experience interviewing someone with a disability that you can

remember?

Do you remember what the specific disabilities were?
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Sometimes workplaces and work schedules have to be modified in order for a
disabled person to take the job
If you hired someone with a disability could you foresee any difficulties in
accommodating that person in the kinds of jobs that we were talking about
earlier?

e What would they be?

e When or why would they be made?

e What impact would they have?

e What kind of costs would be incurred?

Are there jobs in your company that wouldn’t be well suited for a disabled

person?

Thinking about employee relationships, how do you think having a disabled
employee would affect the social aspect of your firm?

Section Five: For all respondents

Accommodations

We are nearly done, | just have a few more general questions where I'm
interested in any ideas you might have. What would you see as being the bigg

challenges to getting more people with disabilities into employment?

Do you have any ideas about the most appropriate way to create job

opportunities for persons with disabilities?

Given what you've told me about your company, could you see any ways to

create opportunities for disabled people here?

est
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What do you think about employment equity programs to create job opportunities
for disabled people?

Are you aware of any government programs that support the hiring of disabled
people?
e What programs do you know about? (Wage subsidies, funding for
accommodations, job coaches)

¢ Have you used them?

| just have one more question, could you tell me what is your position at the firm?
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