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The Conundrum & Challenge 

• How, given the major efforts being 
invested in trying to get disabled 
people into paid employment is 
progress so slow?



Carrots, Sticks and Behaviour Change

• Both incentives-based and sanctions based 
approaches have undershot their targets 
(World Health Organisation, 2011)

• Recent emphasis on more punitive 
approaches for those deemed closer to 
paid work assume behavioural changes 
are the answer (HM Government, 2011)



Systemic Transnational Barriers

• Overall however disabled people are 
much less likely to be working (ILO, 2010)

• Capitalist & post communist states report 
much lower employment rates for 
disabled people (Mete et al, 2008)





The Two Missing Links in Disability & 
Employment Analyses?

1. Better comprehend the constructions  
of the ‘disability work problem’

2. Much policy research leaves the 
nature of ‘work’ untouched



Origins of the Disability Employment 
Problem (Roulstone, 2012)

• The earliest and most culturally pervasive 
notions of disability as they applied to 
employment derive from broader 
understandings that disability is a negative 
and limiting condition of the individual, one  
which requires medical and wider 
professional attention to get disabled people 
closer to the world of normality, economic 
opportunity and the position of citizenship. 



Employment, The ‘Sick Role’ and Disability

Unlike the sick role, the constant shifting of the 
‘Disability Role’ according to policy imperatives 
(Stone, 1984) means it is inherently less stable a 
term and evaluations need to contextualise the 
disability ‘role’ in the changing matrix of social, 
economic and policy conditions and 
constructions of a given era.... (Roulstone, ibid)



The Construction of Economised Minds & Bodies

• The calculative, legal-rational underpinnings of 
both industrial capitalism and industrial state 
socialism arguably constructed bodies as no 
longer simply biological reproductions but as 
part of economic and cultural reproductions

• Disabled bodies were often constructed as 
refractory, if deserving



Josiah Wedgewood, 1769

The object of industry is to make 
such machines of men as cannot 
err….



Andrew Ure- The Philosophy of Manufactures 
(1853)
The new manufacturing enterprise 
required a man of Napoleon nerve and 
ambition, to subdue the refractory 
tempers of work-people accustomed to 
irregular paroxysms of diligence, and to 
urge on his multifarious and intricate 
constructions in the face of prejudice, 
passion, and envy. 



Charles Myers: National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology (1921)-Remit...

• ‘...to promote by systematic scientific 
methods a more effective application 
of human energy in occupational life 
and a correspondingly higher 
standard of comfort and welfare for 
the workers.' 





Tomlinson Committee Report (1943)

• In a highly industrialised country such as 
Britain, the number of separate occupations 
is so large and their demand on physical 
activity so varied, that it is possible to find an 
occupation within the physical capacity of all 
save a minority of the disabled. This does not 
mean that the problem is easy of solution; it 
means only that disablement need not be a 
bar to economic employment (HMSO, 1943)



Bolderson, Disability and Trade 
Unions, (1980)

To the trade unions the spectacle of sick
men struggling to hold on to jobs which
were beyond them was abhorrent. So also
was the threat which cheap labour
presented to able-bodied workers.         



Tomlinson’s Compromise 1

The Committee therefore asserted that ‘unfit
workers should not go into competition with the
fit’ and that ‘the only satisfactory form of
resettlement for a disabled person is in
employment which he can take and which he
can keep on his merit as a worker in normal
competition with his fellows’ (Tomlinson, 1943). 



Tomlinson’s Compromise 2

Section 2 [of the 1944 Act] for those whose
disabilities are such as to preclude the
possibility of open employment but who are
judged to be capable of achieving a
productivity rate of at least 30 per cent...



Weindling (1985)

‘...trade unions ‘acquired considerable 
expertise in the field of workmen’s 
compensation...trade unions have often 
made pay a priority and neglected health 
issues’
(Cited in Long, V; The Rise and Fall of the Healthy Factory, 
2011)



Long (2011) on Industrial Health Research Boards

‘The waning of state interest in industrial health
in the aftermath of both world wars
demonstrates the primary objective had not been 
to establish a permanent system to safeguard
and improve the health of workers but to 
maintain production levels for the duration of 
the war’ (2011: 19)

See also John Pickstone’s notion of ‘productionist
medicine’



Ministry of Health: A National Health Service 
(CMD 6502, 1944)

Industrial Health is:
‘…part of a complex machinery of industrial 

organisation and welfare, and it belongs to that 
sphere more than to the sphere of the personal 
doctor and the care of personal health-which 
centres on the individual and his [sic] family and 
home. (1944: 10)’



Contention: The ‘Hermetic Body’ of the 
English Workplace

1. That the contours of English industrial & 
economic development…

2. The absence of a decommodified ethos for 
industrial health…

3. The absence of a powerful vocational
profession…

4. The potency of a medical model of disability…
5. The separation of radical formulations of 

personal health from productionist ideas of 
work health…



More promising developments

• New Equality Discourses-Reasonable 
Adjustments (DRC, 1995; 2005; EHRC, 2010)

• IPS (Rinaldi), Access to Work expansion (Sayce)
• Creative Alliances between Health and 

Employment (DoH, NHS & NEIEP)
• New forms of working-social firms, social 

enterprises (Warner, 2006)



Is the Standardisation Impulse 
Inevitable?



The 3 ‘I’s of Effective Employment
Support: Intensive, Individualised and In-
Work

• In Work-Place and Train approaches
(Porteus & Waghorn, 2007)

• Individualised Placement & Support 
(Rinaldi et al, 2008)

• Intensive & targeted support (Burns et al, 
2007)



More Searching Reappraisal?

• Home-based and remote working
• Self and ‘own account’ working
• Redefine what counts and is credited as 

paid work-
– Direct Payments employers
– Civil and Voluntary Contributions
– Time Banking Ideas for those whose capacity 

varies
– Widening access to non-typical jobs



New Employment Possibilities



Research & Policy Coordination

• National Employer Technical Assistance, 
Policy, and Research Center (ODEP) Funded by 
the US Department of Labour’s Office For 
Disability Employment Policy

• Swedish Independent Living Institute
The Independent Living Institute (ILI) is a policy 
development center specializing in consumer-
driven policies for disabled peoples' self-
determination, self-respect and dignity.



To Conclude

• Given the movement of official disability 
employment policy from 
decommodification there is crucial need 
for a just appraisal of where work capacity 
begins and ends. 

• No coincidence that employment 
programmes that emphasise workplace 
change are the most successful for 
sustained employment


	Disabled People and Employment Activation: Confronting Industrialised Virtues or Challenging Refractory Minds and Bodies?
	The Conundrum & Challenge 
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Is the Standardisation Impulse Inevitable?
	Slide Number 24
	More Searching Reappraisal?
	New Employment Possibilities
	Research & Policy Coordination
	To Conclude

