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Introduction


In 2002, it was estimated that only 26% of those with severe disabilities entered employment, while employers hired those without a disability 82% of the time (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2002). These statistics came twelve years after the passing of the Americans With Disabilities Act [ADA] of 1990, where legislation granted individuals with disabilities the right to equal opportunity employment. Equal opportunity includes the right to a living wage, and having enough hours to earn money regardless of ability status. One study found that the average number of hours worked per employed individual with a disability was between 15 and 20 hours per week, and the average wage was $8.00 per hour (Citron, Brooks-Lane, Crandell, Brady, Cooper, & Revell, 2008). The lowest wage earned was $5.15 per hour (Citron, et al., 2008). This average is low compared to the average non-disabled worker in the United States.


One reason the average is low is the negative bias employers encounter when applicants with disabilities comes for an interview. A person with a disability who might need support often starts with a negative label and stands a risk of segregation, isolation, rejection and limited adult opportunities (Citron, et al., 2008). In American culture, freedom is strongly associated with personal power, and many individuals with disabilities have been historically and personally denied the ability and the autonomy necessary to become successful (Citron, et al., 2008). In fact, a theme in the American work force is that those with a disability are often perceived to be best suited for positions with little interpersonal skill, even if the individual with a disability is a very social person (Drehmer & Bordieri, 1985).


For those who don’t have employment and are using programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families [TANF], the U.S. General Accounting Office [GAO] has found that those with impairments were half as likely to exit welfare payrolls as those without impairments (Hall & Parker, 2010). The GAO estimates that 29% of TANF recipients have one or more mental or physical impairments as compared to 11% of the general population (Hall & Parker, 2010).

Literature Review


The first article I chose was written in 1985 by Drehmer and Bordieri about the hidden bias employers have when hiring disabled workers (1985). The study came twelve years after the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which required affirmative action for workers with a disability (Drehmer & Bordieri, 1985). The participants were composed of M.B.A. students who had supervisory and managerial positions. The participants were given one of three resumes, in which the disability status was manipulated into the military portion of the application. While the other parts were identical, the military section suggested that one applicant had a mental disorder, one was paraplegic, and one was without a disability (Drehmer & Bordieri, 1985).  

After filling out a questionnaire asking the participants to answer the likelihood of each individual being hired, the researchers evaluated the data, and found that the applicant with a mental health disability was less likely to be hired than an individual with paraplegia or one in good health (Drehmer & Bordieri, 1985).

The next article comes almost twenty years later, and over thirteen years after the ADA of 1990 was passed. Gouvier, Sytsma-Jordan, and Mayville published an article in 2003 regarding patterns of discrimination in hiring individuals with disabilities (Gouvier, Sytsma-Jordan, & Mayville, 2003). The participants were third-year and above students in business courses who were randomly assigned a resume of an individual with a disability, much like the study by Drehmer and Bordieri. The participants were given a packet with information about the applicants that included his resume and medical history. The applicant had previously held similar positions before and after receiving treatment for his disability. The participants were asked to rate the applicants, and were given forced choice questions about the type of work an applicant would be qualified to perform, such as high or low complexity jobs, or during regular business hour or after business hours (Gouvier, et al., 2003).

The study found that the applicants with a back injury would have better interpersonal skills than would those with a developmental disability, chronic mental illness, or a head injury. Those with back injuries were also rated higher for job performance, but those with a developmental disability were also rated highly. The researchers also found that those with back injuries were rated as most likely to be employed than an applicant with a developmental disability, but the applicant with a developmental disability is more likely to be employed than either the applicant with the mental illness or the applicant with a head injury (Gouvier, et al., 2003).

In 2007, Louvet created a similar study to the two mentioned previously; however, she was interested in how applicants are evaluated based on the nature of the job, rather on if they would be hired or not (Louvet, 2007).  She created two studies; one evaluated how participants described applicants with or without disabilities about their abilities to work with public contact, and the other study compared two careers with a gender stereotype and how negatively an individual with a disability would be judged for such a position (Louvet, 2007).

The first study, like the two previous studies, used business student undergraduates from a French university. Each participant received a packet with a job description, resume, application letter, and rating forms. Each job description was manipulated by level of personal contact, (i.e., sales and accounts), and neither supervised other staff. Half of the participants were informed that the applicant was disabled in the application letter. The participants rated the applicants on twelve items that assessed personal characteristics related to the social aspects of the job description. The results of the first study were that disability showed no difference for a social career (Louvet, 2007).

The second study used undergraduates in business from the same French university. The procedure was similar, except the manipulation of the nature of the job and the scale used to judge the applicants. The first job is stereotypically male, a security guard, and stereotypically female, a secretary. Participants rated applicants on an 18-item scale based on personal qualities and competence for the job (Louvet, 2007).

Louvet’s second study found that more openness and conscientiousness was attributed to applicants that had a disability than those who did not, but applicants with a disability were also scored as less competent than their nondisabled counterpart (Louvet, 2007).

The fourth study I reviewed was completed in 2008, this study was more of a case study than a true research experiment, but it contained valuable data, which I found very informative. Citron, Brooks-Lane, Crandell, Brady, Cooper and Revell worked with a public agency called The Cobb and Douglas Counties Community Services Boards in collaboration with CobbWORKS! a career center that was awarded a grant to help customize employment for job seekers with disabilities (Citron, et al., 2008). The goals of the study were to serve twenty people a year in customized employment, and to move 20 persons with developmental disabilities into customized employment. (Citron, et al., 2008).

In the case study, there was a strong need for staff development, increased community partnerships and diverse funding, and a sustainability of the customized employment. The researches helped the career center develop better management styles, and created an improved interview tool to help assess the abilities of those with disabilities (Citron, et al., 2008). The career center is now better able to help those who own their own businesses manage their businesses, and help employees manage their resources, even if they don’t own the business (Citron, et al., 2008).

A 2009 study continued work with a similar career center to work with a model called Person Centered Employment Planning Team (PCEPT). This research team worked closely with those with psychiatric disabilities, as many of the previous studies in this field have shown a very negative reaction to individuals with mental illness. They screened potential participants in the study, and the average age of those in the study was 38 years old. Almost 20% of the participants had some sort of special education, but most completed high school, and had at least one year of college (Gervey, Ni, Tillman, Dickel, & Kneubuehl, 2009).

Seventeen individuals from this study were seen for the PCEPT project, and 47% entered competitive employment, while 18% entered post-secondary school or a vocational training program (Gervey, et al., 2009).

In 2010, Hall and Parker worked a study with TANF and the Workforce Investment Act [WIA]. In three studies, Hall and Parker investigated the ways in which TANF and WIA could better meet the needs of job seekers with disabilities (Hall & Parker, 2010). In the TANF study, six focus groups were created with the purpose of understanding their experiences in the welfare system. The focus groups participated in surveys, and the data analysis found that the welfare system is depressing and erodes the self-esteem of the individuals on TANF assistance (Hall & Parker, 2010). 

The WIA studies participants were staff members from career center offices who participated in a staff focus group. The participants were interviewed in a nondirective focus group format (Hall & Parker, 2010). The staff members were gauged on their comfort level of working with individuals with disabilities, and mystery customers to the center they worked came to see how they interacted with the staff. These studies also found that the self-esteem of the mystery customers was impacted, and they found that the staff was not capable of dealing with those with disabilities (Hall & Parker, 2010).

Discussion


The studies that examined hidden biases found that there was a bias based on disability type. Drehmer and Bordieri found in their study that “when perceived qualifications, as well as objective qualifications and work history, were equal, the type of disability influenced the decision to recommend hiring (1985).” Unfortunately, the bias lies with those with a history of mental illness, rather than one with a physical disability. Those with a physical disability were rated higher in Gouvier, Sytsma-Jordan, and Mayville’s study (2003). Rated lower than a physical disability were developmental disabilities, and head injuries; rated lowest was the applicant with a mental illness (Gouvier, et al., 2003). The study found that the applicant with a back injury was “rated more favorably overall when compared with other job applicants with disabilities, except when considered for the janitorial position (Gouvier, et al., 2003).”


While research shows that those with disabilities are favored less than those without a disability, some researchers have shown a disparity in results (Louvet, 2007). Louvet believes “these inconsistencies to be related to the frequent use of composite scores, masking the complexity of social judgment (2007).” 


To make this issue better, career-counseling services need to work to empower their consumers to help face their unique barriers (Hall & Parker, 2010). Those with a disability may perceive a visit as negative, creating a larger barrier between consumer and career center, and may not return to receive more help in the future (Hall & Parker, 2010).

Conclusion


In researching this topic, I was expecting to find out that those with physical disabilities had the hardest time adjusting to work, because of a limitation of wheelchair accessibility, and medical issues related to having a physical disability impeding their ability to arrive to work on time, or being absent because of medical appointments. It was interesting to learn that a more negative bias is placed on those with a mental illness than those who cannot physically perform the work assigned to their position. 


It was also surprising to find out that individuals with disabilities have more self-esteem issues while on welfare than those without a disability. It is a counselor’s position to help individuals with disabilities in fining adequate work, or helping to create a job in another corporation they could adequately perform. 


Reviewing these studies has opened my eyes to a bias I hadn’t considered for individuals with disabilities. Individuals with mental illness are included in the ADA, but attention is usually placed on individuals with physical or developmental disabilities rather than individuals who have a mental disability. Increasing awareness for individuals with mental disabilities as well as those with other disabilities can help remove biases in hiring and employment for all individuals with disabilities.
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