Ways2Work Conference and GIR follow-up sessions
Executive Summary
BACKGROUND:

The Ways2Work conference held in Colchester on 24th March 2009 was organized by Acas, B.Link, Essex County Council, the LSC and the Shaw Trust.

The theme, “It’s natural to be different”, was aimed at employers encouraging them to consider as potential employees more people with disabilities and, in particular, to try harder to retain in employment colleagues who develop disabilities whilst at work.
The conference was attended by @ 80 delegates, including @ 30 employers and most of the relevant service providers within Essex.

This paper summarizes conference activity and seeks to identify “next steps” in the context of what now needs to happen in order to continue the initiative which the Partners see as vital for people with disabilities and for employers as part of the drive for a more diverse and business-focused workforce.

A facilitated session on defining disability revealed a number of important issues that will be taken forward as part of a series of follow-up “Getting it Right” events organized and delivered by Acas, and within the Essex County Ways to Work Steering Group.
Those issues included a widespread view that people with various impairments; who do not themselves feel “disabled”; are seen as being “different”, not normal, lacking in social and other skills, suffering stigma, being labeled negatively and being stereotyped. For many employers, and indeed for their employees, these are the characteristics and the stereotypes of people with disabilities, and they are the challenges facing those who seek to overcome them.
In specific terms the issues are as follows:

· There is an assumption that disabled people will have more time off sick.

· There is a further assumption that they are less flexible and less productive.

· There is an expectation that they will not fit in with their colleagues.

· There is a belief that they will be the cause of embarrassment.

· And a further belief that they present a greater risk to health and safety.

· There is a perception that the cost of “reasonable adjustments” will be significant.

· There is a view that, in the end, the cost and inconvenience won’t be justified

· Some employers are reluctant to behave “inclusively”, and/or do not encourage their employees to do so

The use by employers of recruitment agencies with no obvious protocols about how those agencies should seek to attract interest from people with disabilities was also identified as a particular issue of concern.
In the case of those with mental health conditions reactions were less clear cut, however it was obvious that reluctance exists to openly engage with the issue of mental illness which, in the workplace, is the cause of anxiety and embarrassment, and an issue from which employers and employees shy away.
CONFERENCE FEEDBACK:

Was very positive, indicating high rates of satisfaction with the event itself, its organization, and the help available on the day. Employer numbers could have been bigger but a number of factors influenced attendance, including a short lead in period, some difficulties with databases, and perhaps most significantly, the recession
NEXT STEPS:
1. The Getting it Right sessions will pick up on the issues from the conference and deal with them.

2. The Essex Ways to Work Steering Group will continue to monitor progress within the County and have the facility to co opt Acas whenever it seems appropriate to do so.

Some delegates shared the view that nothing much has changed over several years.
In fact that idea is wrong. People with disabilities now have a series of worthwhile employment and other rights enshrined in legislation. They have become more aware and are slowly becoming more assertive in getting across their points of view. Employers are nervous about breaking the law at a time when society has become so much more litigious, so they will listen if the message is sufficiently clear, and they will take action. Whether that is out of self-preservation or for more altruistic reasons is perhaps of little concern. But part of the message going forward is that self-interest is best served by genuinely embracing diversity. That is the message to give to employers and the Partners, led by those that specialize in the field, should work together to ensure its delivery, beginning with the follow-up educational sessions scheduled for later in April, and running through to June.
Other initiatives that the Partners could consider include, but may not be limited to:
Networking/Knowledge-sharing groups

More events similar to Ways2Work

Press releases

Improved media coverage of “good news” stories/case studies

Training events, both in-house, and “open access”

Taking every opportunity to publicize diversity and its bottom line benefits.
Engaging with recruitment agencies about the need to attract people with disabilities to their registers, either directly or through the employers that use them.

FOOTNOTE: After a slow start, in terms of numbers, the Getting it Right sessions have gained in interest and delegate numbers. Feedback from those will be shared around the Partners in due course.
