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Theoretical Model


In 1992 the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) passed, prohibiting employers from discriminating against qualified individuals with disabilities in performing a job. It has been fifteen years since this law has taken into effect and still there are numbers of qualified individuals with disabilities who are unemployed. Our nation is unaware of the benefits for the economy to hire individuals with disabilities. In order for the nation to benefit, employers need to become more aware of the advantages of hiring individuals with disabilities. 


In Binghamton alone, there are numerous supported employment agencies who provide “services which consist of paid employment for persons for whom competitive employment at or above the minimum wage is unlikely, and who, because of their disability, need intensive ongoing support to perform in a work setting” (Office of Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities). The agencies’ purpose is to integrate persons with disabilities into the community. Integration into society allows for the benefit of the individual’s well being, the benefit for the community and the economy. The supported employment agencies are having difficulty in placing these consumers (individuals with disabilities) with the major employers of the Greater Binghamton region. This invokes the question, are employers of Greater Binghamton aware of the benefits and advantages of hiring people with disabilities? 

An abundance of themes are made apparent in conducting research to answer this question. For instance, employers who have no experience hiring a person with a disability are less likely to do so (Smith, p. 165); the increase in the unemployment rate for people with disabilities is a contributing factor to the increase in welfare programs (Stapleton, p. 2); Supported employment agencies are facing a “bottleneck” effect (Cimera, p. 24); employers are unaware of the benefits received through making accommodations (JAN, p.1); consumers are more likely to support businesses who hire people with disabilities (Siperstein, p. 4) and there is a lack of education available to employers about the benefits of hiring people with disabilities. Each of these themes will be addressed.

Research

In researching this question, the Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation had many past studies on this topic. The studies are dated from the beginning of the ADA to the present. In reading these articles, there are several themes present. A research study performed by the School of Health and Social Development in Deakin University, Australia, (2004) shows an employer who is satisfied with employees, who have a disability, will intend to hire someone in the future, with a disability. Although research through the Department of Special Education and Rehabilitation at Utah State University found that employers who are inexperienced with hiring people with disabilities are less likely to do so in the future. This semester in my efforts to survey a selection of the Greater Binghamton Region’s employers, I found fifty percent of employers were unsure if they would employ individuals with disabilities in the future. Further research on the advantages of hiring people with disabilities was difficult to find. The research on this subject was limited and the research available confirmed this, noting future studies’ focusing on employers’ perspectives are crucial. 
Cornell University heads an extensive research department developing statistics on people with disabilities. One research study examines the employment rate of people with disabilities. In 2004, a study found a decline in employment rate for people with disabilities. Results showed that working-age people with disabilities were declining in their employment rate and because of this have become reliant on programs such as Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Medicare and Medicaid. In 2002 the increase of federal expenditure on these programs had doubled, partly due to the contribution of decline of employment for people with disabilities (Stapleton, Burkhauser & Houtenville, p. 4).  Supported employment programs have developed in order to reduce the amount of unemployment for people with disabilities and hopefully reduce the amount of people who are reliant on such federal programs (SSDI, SSI, etc.). Employers who take a positive attitude in hiring people with disabilities are making a small contribution to boosting of the overall economy.  
Employers of the Greater Binghamton Region were surveyed, “In your experience of hiring persons with disabilities, have you recognized any of the following advantages?” Forty-eight percent of employers recognized the following advantages: financial advantages and promotes diversity within the workplace. Diversity in the workforce creates competitive advantage because it promotes creativity which in effect leads to great ideas which enhances competitive advantage. Diversity is seen as the key ingredient to success in business strategies and models. Our culture today is embracing the change of employee populations. As society changes, so will the workforce population. There will be a shift from traditional employees to a diverse group of employees who will need extensive training and education for their positions.

 Supported employment agencies are facing a “bottleneck” effect. There is an understanding from the human services perspective that supported employment is beneficial and has more financial rewards than sheltered workshops. “However, without employers willing to hire supported employees, supported employment cannot grow.” (Cimera, p. 24). In order to alleviate the bottleneck of the supported employment agencies, employers need to be educated on the advantages of hiring persons with disabilities. Laura Owens-Johnson’s research discusses marketing strategies for supported employment agencies. She surveyed employers to discover which marketing method is the most effective for employers to learn about supported employment. 
Her research found that employers are more willing to conduct business with colleagues with whom they’ve had previously established relationships versus forming new relationships with employment agencies. The most effective method to market supported employment is through trade associations and the least effective are employment resources.  If employers are made aware that it is a good fiscal decision to hire a supported employee they would be more likely to hire. Employers need to receive the information about supported employment to be well informed of the benefits and advantages of hiring supported employees. Research collected through the Job Accommodation Network (JAN) found that employers allude to several benefits from making accommodations. For instance, the retention of qualified employees, the increase in worker productivity, savings in insurance costs and the eliminations of costs in training new employees. Employers are often deterred from hiring persons with disabilities because of the negative attribution to high costs. The truth is that most accommodations are not costly at all; in fact JAN surveys found thirty-one percent of all modifications in the workplace cost nothing and two thirds of accommodations totaled under $500 (Lord, p.62). 

Advantages of hiring persons’ with disabilities were noted after the passing of the ADA; through an article in the US News and World Report. This article discusses the non-costly accommodations that can be made in companies for disabled persons. For example, a waiter can read a menu aloud to a blind customer instead of supplying Braille menus. “Employers are just afraid of taking the time to be a little bit creative” (Lord, p. 63). The Rise of the Creative Class is a benchmark for enabling new generations to become creative in their ways of thinking. Richard Florida examines the “3 T’s of Economic Development: Technology, Talent and Tolerance” and how diversity stimulates creativity. Allowing for disabled individuals to integrate into the workplace is an example of promoting diversity and tolerance. JAN's examples of non-costly accommodations, companies and businesses can provide for the disabled, is a characteristic of Florida’s 3 T model. “It’s a totally interactive process between people with disabilities, employers and employees” (Lord, p. 62). Employers need to tap into their creativity and apply simple methods instead of feeling burdened by the fear of change. Common sense approaches can be applied to fulfill the needs of these consumers. 

Common practices of supported employment agencies is cold-calling businesses to see if they can find positions open that pertain to their consumers interests. Often it is a difficult task to pursue employers and place individuals within the proper setting in the community. The tables need to turn; employers should start seeking out individuals within the agencies. Business owners can search the local agencies for talent. Developing relationships between employers and employment specialists is essential to stimulating creativity. How does a community go about eroding these attitudinal barriers and ultimately increase employment opportunities for people with disabilities? The answer lies in educating employers and allowing employers to recognize the value in employing people with disabilities, by breaking down the most common fears and stereotypes associated with disabilities. The best way to break down the negative attitudes is for employers to hire a supported employee and have a positive experience; positive experiences will ultimately lead to positive attitudes.

Research concludes that there are several problems supported employment faces in approaching employers. Firstly, employers lack knowledge about supported employment which leads to apprehension in hiring supported employees. Secondly, the decline in employment rates for individuals with disabilities is straining the economy and is placing stress on supported employment agencies to find placements for their clients. Finally, employers’ negative perspectives of people with disabilities outweigh the positive attributions. Employers who have had positive experience hiring people with disabilities are not voicing their opinions loudly. 
Observation

 
A different approach to the marketing strategy of educating employers is approaching consumers. In 2005, A national survey of consumer attitudes towards companies that hire people with disabilities was conducted through the University of Massachusetts. Employers have shown a negative attitude towards the employment of individuals with disabilities; the survey approached consumer’s attitudes on companies who hired individuals with disabilities. The study’s goal was to answer the question, “How do we motivate businesses to hire people with disabilities?”(Siperstein, p. 4). The researchers asked consumers how they viewed companies who employed people with disabilities. Responses favored companies who hire people with disabilities and would prefer to give them their business. The message from consumers is that they are in favor of companies who hire people with disabilities and companies need to recognize that hiring people with disabilities can contribute significantly to the company’s reputation. “Customers are by far the most important influence on corporate reputation” (Siperstein, p. 8).  
Through interviews conducted with several of Binghamton’s supported employment specialists, common themes arose. Firstly, the term disability has taken on a negative connotation. Certain terms are associated with red flags and when mentioned, people often become hesitant to participate in discussion. The term “differently-abled” is a better term to describe consumers who are looking to be placed within the community. In Siperstein’s study, most of the participants described a person with a disability to be someone with a physical or sensory limitation and rarely were intellectual impairments described as a disability. Society’s image of disability is an effect of the lack of knowledge about disabilities. 
Educating employers about the benefits of hiring individuals with disabilities is essential to increasing the amount of tolerance and diversity in the workplace. Many employers are unaware of supported employment and the advantages of hiring supported employees. Knowledge of these resources needs to be made aware to employers; who will find that there are tax incentives available encouraging the hiring of disabled individuals. An effort to expand this knowledge has been approached nationally, with Disability Awareness Month. In Binghamton, efforts were made through Disability Awareness Month; in October events were sponsored with the purpose to increase community awareness of the many resources available within the Southern Tier. 
For Instance, the Special Olympics Games were held in the Events Center on Friday October 6, 2006. This event allowed for the cohesion between the community and the University in celebrating athletes with disabilities. An important event held on October 18, 2006 was the Disability Mentoring Day, where a breakfast was held in the Binghamton Club. Employers of the community were invited to meet with consumers of Supported Employment Agencies and were invited to learn about the job responsibilities of different companies. This allowed employers to learn about different jobs available within the community; more importantly employers were introduced to a sector of employees who are willing and able to perform. 
The experiences the employers had at the Disability Awareness Month events may have been positive and are encourage employers to hire people with disabilities; although the actual hiring of people with disabilities is not increasing. “Even when employers express a willingness to hire applicants with disabilities, they often do not follow through” (Siperstein, p. 7). Effective communication from consumers to business leaders promoting the benefits of hiring of people with disabilities is a step towards closing the unemployment gap for people with disabilities.

Policies


Practices, effectively implemented can improve the relationship between the community and individuals with disabilities looking for employment. Employers are uneducated about the benefits of hiring people with disabilities often have negative associations with hiring disabled persons. In order to alleviate these problems it will take effort from the employers. Employers who have had positive experiences working with and hiring disabled persons should spread the word to their colleagues. The more positive experiences will lead to positive attitudes. Companies need to embrace that the hiring of people with disabilities will significantly increase their reputation in the eyes of the consumer. Effectively communicating through local community business meetings the advantages of hiring people with disabilities is an opportunity for dialogue amongst colleagues about the benefits they can receive. As previously stated, Owens-Johnson’s research found that employers are more perceptive to their colleagues. Employers should embrace opportunities to discuss amongst each other benefits such as, Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) Program, which is a federal tax credit that encourages employers to hire nine targeted groups of job seekers by reducing employers' federal income tax liability (JAN). About Forty-eight percent, which is less than half of the employers surveyed, are familiar with using WOTC programs and on-the-job training reimbursement programs. 

Disability Awareness Month is a great start to building the relationships between employers and supported employment agencies; unfortunately the events are occurring only one month out of the year and leave little room sustaining relationships established during the month of October. Employers need to be reminded that there are plenty of individuals with disabilities in the Binghamton community who are able to work and are actively seeking employment. “Any manager, who does not look first for a disabled person, is leaving gold sitting on the back porch” (Lord, p. 62). The community can make efforts to expand Disability Awareness Month for example by hosting events once a month and in October, an exuberance of events can occur. This will allow for more of the community to participate and reinforce the relationships created through the programs. 
Discussion

Advantages to employers in hiring people with disabilities have been proven; now it is time to put policy into practice. Through further education and allowing local employers to become aware of these advantages is important. The best method to market the benefits of hiring people with disabilities is through positive application. If companies are open to hiring people with disabilities and have a positive experience, they are more likely in the future to hire a person with a disability. Employers, who’ve had positive experiences, should share their experiences with other local companies in order to increase awareness. Employers are more apt to listen to their colleagues with whom they have an established relationship. 
Following Florida’s 3 T Model: Technology, Talent and Tolerance, society is promoting creativity in order to stimulate economic growth and encouragement of diversity is essential. The advantage to the Greater Binghamton region, and the economy as a whole, would be to employ persons with disabilities, and continue to integrate them into society. This is beneficial because it will allow for persons with disabilities to refrain from welfare and contribute to the economy. Binghamton houses sheltered workshops, a workplace that provides a supportive environment where individuals with disabilities can acquire job skills and vocational experience. The purpose of these workshops is to prepare for the transition into the community. Supported employment is in place to aid these individuals in the adjustment of sheltered work to a job within the community. Often times supported employees are scared to move forward from sheltered workshops. These fears are often stemmed from the loss of welfare aid and societal constraints.
Breaking down the fears individuals with disabilities, who are working in sheltered workshops, may have is a communal effort between supported employment, the employers and the community. Acceptance and support from the community will help individuals with disabilities move forward from sheltered work to non-sheltered work. Employers who have an understanding of the benefits of hiring people with disabilities can welcome these individuals into their companies. 
An economic implication of hiring people with disabilities is the decrease in unemployment, which, in hand, will decrease the amount of individuals receiving welfare support. Community development implications of integrating individuals with disabilities into the community are the positive impacts of diversity. Creativity stems from diversity and the more diverse Binghamton becomes, the greater the economic stimulation will become. Binghamton’s future is promising, if steps are taken towards promoting Florida’s 3 T model: Technology, Talent and Tolerance.

 Following the model begins with integrating individuals with disabilities into the community, this will in effect promote diversity and allow for creativity within the workplace to grow. Once Binghamton can attract creative people and retain the creativity, technological advances will occur and Binghamton will be recognized as a centrifuge. Binghamton University is a breeding ground for talented individuals and it is in the community’s best interest to become tolerant of this new generation, the creative class. The working class and creative class is developing from the demographic of white middle-class men to a more diverse population consisting of, women, minorities and persons with disabilities. The diverse working class will become a significant portion of the creativity within this nation. Employers need to become aware of their hiring opportunities and tap into these human resources. 
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