Hinge Project. Women and disability: a double difficulty of insertion?-Research report


Introduction

This report is part of the trans-national project Hinge – Handiness and Inclusion as Ground for Equality, the equal partners of which are L.IN.D.A. Lavoro Inclusione e Diverse Abilita (Italy), BIBER – Berufliche Integration von Menschen mit Behinderungen in Sachsen-Anhalt (Germany), Ages et competences: seniors, travailleurs handicaps – Gesion des ecarts (France) and Partnerstvo za bodoce moznosti (Slovenia).

The goal of this research is to understand the difficulties of insertion into the labour market for the disabled, in particular disabled women.  This research does not focus neutrally, on integration in diverse employment but looks at it from a gender perspective.

As has been highlighted by the European Council
, these two aspects – gender and disability – have until now been considered separately in most of the literature.  Awareness of the presence of double discrimination is still scarce in European countries.  This means that the situation for women with disabilities has not received the right visibility and importance.  Not only: a lack of adequate knowledge of the risks of discrimination which disabled women may experience implying that adequate measures have not been taken to prevent and combat such risks.

In recent decades there have been numerous results in favour of society acknowledging the various fundamental rights of disabled people.  Projects have been carried out and concrete action taken to favour an autonomous and qualitatively better life for the disabled.  A complex route has therefore been taken which has brought to light the necessities and difficulties of disabled people as well as experimenting with appropriate strategies for their full integration into society.  Nevertheless, the predominant approach tends to be towards a neutral theme with respect to gender.  

There is the risk that the issues of gender in the field of disability remain invisible, gaining no social relevance and thus the actions in favour of disabled people are carried out without using an approach which takes into consideration the specific needs of women
.

Instead, when looking at gender in the field of disability there are many areas which adopt notable importance: education and vocational training, work, social policies, participation in the decision making process, social prejudices and stereotypes, sexuality, maternity and violence.  This research concentrates on integration of disabled women in the workplace which is considered as a fundamental element for economic autonomy and hence for complete inclusion into society.  Consequently, these elements, for example, the family and education are treated in an instrumental way with respect to the principle theme to be confronted.

When considering the issues linked to work it is also necessary to remember that potential discrimination between disabled men and women are of the same type of discrimination as between able-bodied men and women 
. In fact, if in any situation disabled women are considered asexual, in which gender adopts a neutral connotation, in other situations they suffer the negative consequences deriving from the fact that they are women, in particular a cause of the role of the breadwinner, he who performs a job and participates in the decision making process, and again the woman’s role is attributed to the tasks linked to taking care of the home and the family, also when participating actively in the labour market, this appears even more evident in the case of disabled women.  According to many, the disabled woman worker needs greater support than the disabled male.

Amongst many, furthermore, is the idea that disabled women can nevertheless, within the limits of their own possibilities, dedicate themselves to the family (their own family or their parental family) and realize their own potential or, at least, find a safe refuge in the outside world.

That disabled males have more of a chance of finding work is demonstrative also of the data of insertion into the workplace.  In Friuli Venezia Giulia for example, the Region where, LINDA the partner to project HINGE is being carried out, in 2005 of a total of 6,469 disabled who put their names down on the interview list more than half were aimed at women (3,342).  Of 767 in the same year that were accepted, still only 280 were women.

From the moment of breaking through the entry barrier to the introduction into the labour market, the disabled working woman, other than find herself confronted with the same difficulties as the disabled worker (lack of assistance, services or projects supporting their specific needs for example, for health) finds herself also without other forms of “assistance” that support the needs linked to domestic responsibilities.

This research investigates in which ways disability and gender influence entry and permanence of this sector of the female workforce into the labour market.  Thanks to the trans-national nature of the HINGE project, interviews took place in all the Partner countries of the project, Italy, Germany, France and Slovenia.  In this way it was possible to compare the difficulties which disabled women experience in socially and culturally different contexts.

The lines of the investigation focus on the following:

· verify the presence of a double discrimination in the search for work for disabled women;

· investigate potential difficulties experienced in the field of work from the starting point of female gender;

· understand the importance that work has for a disabled woman;

· understand the critical elements which impede integration into the workplace for disabled women and the strong points in favour of the same;

· detect the needs of disabled women, in relation to any variables, such as the presence of a family and in particular, children, type of work, network of relations in which they are integrated, level of education and training;

· identify any possible action which may help exceed potential difficulties which disabled women come up against in the workplace.

Alongside the methodology and conclusions the report is divided into four further chapters, each dedicated to a qualitative analysis of the interviews carried out in the countries under investigation.

The first part of each chapter takes into consideration the educational path and vocational training of disabled women, focusing attention on the influence that each element can have on the research and in maintaining a place at work.
In the second part the networks of personal relationships of those interviewed are examined, informal as well as those linked to associations, in order to understand their role or the role they could potentially have in sustaining the disabled in their choice to work.

Subsequently, the limits of disability and the objectives of autonomy are analysed as they emerged during the interviews.  

Finally, the work dimension of women of different disabilities is taken into consideration, considering the aspects linked to disability as well as those concerning them being members of the female gender.

Research methodology

This research study uses a qualitative research methodology through the carrying out of in-depth interviews with 6 disabled women per Hinge project partner countries: Italy, France
, Germany and Slovenia.  Thus, in the main, 21 qualitative interviews were carried out 
 with disabled women who live in different European countries, from a socio-economic perspective as well as from a legislative and welfare perspective dedicated to disabled people, as well as from the point of view of gender policies carried out.  This has enabled a broad analysis of the possible criteria that disabled women face in integration into the workplace and can be influenced by the context in which they reside and of their predominant culture.

The first criteria used to select the women interviewed was their conditions of employment; whether to interview women in employment or those searching for work.  Regarding those employed it was decided to interview those working in both private companies and public bodies, in as much as - being two types of subjects with different characteristics – the discrimination of gender can be present in both cases and it is interesting to see if they take on the same characteristics or if they are manifested in different ways.

Considering the women searching for employment, it was important to interview subjects who had had at least some previous work experience, in such a way so as to be able to collect the evidence of who had had direct contact with the labour market and had been able to experiment with integration in a company context.

A second criteria used for selecting those interviewed regarded the type of disability.  To help carry out the interviews, women with physical or sensory disabilities were favoured, though not excluding completely those with mental disabilities.

Contact with the witnesses came about via the partners of the project who verified the availability of the women to be interviewed.  This was done under the privacy law of personal information for the women, in fact the interviews, after being recorded, were transcribed anonymously.  For this reason the names of the women in this research have been changed.

The interview outline
The in depth interviews dealt with some themes considered to be fundamental in understanding the difficulties that disabled women come up against not only in their search for employment but also in maintaining a position in the workplace.  The interviews focused therefore, on aspects directly linked to work, yet without omitting other areas which in various measures can influence – either by preventing or facilitating – entrance into employment.  Particular attention was given to the questions related to potential relative differences of gender by those interviewed.  

The structure of the interviews allows for open as well as structured questions.  The latter were inserted at the end in order to make answering some questions simpler, nevertheless without failing to ask the reasons for their answers.

The general lines of the interview outline has taken into account the following key points:

· personal profile of the interviewee.  Sounding out which were the paths of study and  vocational training carried out, in such a way as to understand the competences of the women interviewed and the potential obstacles which prohibit taking part in professional courses;

· disability.  Alongside type of disability the interviewed subjects were requested to explain what they thought their own abilities and capacities were;

· network of personal relationships.  An important aspect for analysis is that relative to the network of relationships in which the disabled women were integrated and which can function to support them in their daily activities, where the disability does not allow complete autonomy;

· level of autonomy.  The interviewees were asked how they asses their own level of autonomy in the performance of working activities as well as those outside of work;

· involvement in public life.  A part of the interview concentrated on the integration of the witnesses in associations that perform support activities in favour of disabled people.  In particular, we wanted to understand the associations assumed role of support in the social and working aspect of integration;

· professional training.  Ample space was given to the professional experience of the interviewees, in order to understand the possible difficulties they may have had to face, not only in the presence of their disability but also with respect to their being members of the female gender;
· search for work.  Connected to the previous part, one part of the interview focused on the search for work and the potential perceived differences of gender.
The outline of the interviews was written in Italian and then translated into English, in a way comprehensible to all the partners involved in the project which in turn were translated into each language.
The limits and the opportunities of the research
A result of the nature of this research and its objectives, this report has shed light, on the one hand on limitations and on the other the opportunity to reflect on the existing relationship between being at the same time a woman and disabled.

A first element is interrelated with the trans-national nature of the research project which has seen the precious collaboration of all partners, each concerned with carrying out the interviews in their respective countries.  If on the one hand the trans-national aspect has been very important because it has helped find points of contact and differences in the situations of employed disabled women or those searching for employment, resident in four different countries, on the other hand these characteristics have complex results from a working point of view, in as much as a homogeneous method for conducting the interviews has not been agreed upon, especially in the development of the interviews themselves which haven’t always been carried out in the same way.

A second element which presents the dual aspect of limits and opportunity regards the way in which the interviews of women with different disabilities are carried out, since the situation varies considerably according to the nature and severity of the disability.  Still, considering that the theme of the difference in gender between disabled men and women has not yet found ample space in literature, it was decided not to exclude any type of disability, in order to have the broadest possible view of the problem.  If this on the one hand could result in excessive disorganization, on the other hand it could be at the base of interesting ideas for further future research.

Table 1: Characteristics of Italian interviewees

	No.
	Name
	Age
	Employment Situation
	Profession
	Marital status
	Children
	Level of Education
	Type of disability

	1
	Donatella
	34
	Fixed-term employment contract, part-time
	Worker
	Single/unmarried
	None
	Diploma
	Paraplegic

	2
	Barbara
	34
	Open-ended employment contract, part-time 
	Sales assistant 
	Separated
	Son of 13 years old
	Diploma
	Motor disability

	3
	Elisa
	27
	Unemployed
	/
	Single
	None
	Professional qualifications
	Visually impaired

	4
	Federica
	39
	Fixed-term employment contract, part-time
	Telephone operator 
	Widow
	3 children of 20, 17 e 8 years old
	Third year middle school
	Multiple sclerosis

	5
	Manuela
	48
	 Open-ended employment contract, full-time
	Worker
	Single
	None
	Diploma
	Visually impaired

	6
	Sara
	31
	Open-ended employment contract, full-time
	Physiotherapist 
	Single
	None
	Diploma and professional qualifications
	Blind


Table 2: Characteristics of German interviewees

	No.
	Name
	Age
	Employment Situation
	Profession
	Marital status
	Children
	Level of Education
	Type of disability

	1
	Hanna
	50
	Unemployed
	/
	Married
	2 children
	Professional qualifications
	Blind

	2
	Margrit
	39
	Unemployed
	/
	Widow
	None
	Professional qualifications
	Visually impaired

	3
	Frida
	43
	Unemployed
	/
	Married
	None
	Professional qualifications
	Blind

	4
	Eva
	-
	Unemployed
	/
	-
	-
	Professional qualifications
	Visuallly impaired

	5
	Tanja
	21
	Unemployed
	/
	Married
	1 child
	Professional qualifications
	Mental health disorder

	6
	Elke
	23
	Employed, part-time
	Educator
	Single
	1 child
	Professional qualifications
	Mental health disorder


Table 3: Characteristics of Slovenian interviewees

	No.
	Name
	Age
	Employment Situation
	Profession
	Marital status
	Children
	Level of Education
	Type of disability

	1
	Katja
	24
	Unemployed
	/
	Single
	None
	Diploma
	Motor disability and learning difficulties

	2
	Eva
	40
	Trainee at a secure laboratory full time
	/
	Single
	None
	Professional qualifications
	Moderate mental illness

	3
	Marta
	27
	Employed, full-time
	Teacher
	Married
	None
	Degree
	Hearing problems

	4
	Tanja
	29
	Employed, full-time
	Social  worker
	Married
	None
	Degree
	Sight problems

	5
	Diana
	29
	Trainee at a secure laboratory part time
	/
	Single
	None
	Elementary school diploma
	Moderate mental illness

	6
	Irena
	51
	Employed, part-time
	Factory worker
	Married
	2 children
	Diploma
	Arthritis and psoriasis


Table 4: Characteristics of French interviewees









	No.
	Name
	Age
	Employment Situation
	Profession
	Marital status
	Children
	Level of Education
	Type of disability

	1
	Lea
	32
	Employed, full-time
	Secretary
	Single
	None
	Degree
	Motor disability

	2
	Sandrine
	43
	Employed, full-time
	Consultant
	Married
	3 children
	Degree
	Hearing problems

	3
	Agnes
	37
	Unemployed
	/
	Single
	None
	Degree
	Sight and muscular problems


Qualitative analysis carried out in Italy
In this part of the research a qualitative analysis of the interviews in Italy is carried out, that is, in Friuli Venezia Giulia.

Work, gender and disability are three key words in this cognitive investigation which have touched various aspects linked to problems of integration into the workplace.  In fact, taking into consideration the difficulties of research and of disabled women maintaining employment some elements which cross the sphere of work cannot fail to be examined, the network of social and personal relationships, the route of education and training courses that take place, the type of services used to support one’s own autonomy and the reconciliation of the demands on time in general and at work.

The path of education and vocational training

The first aspect taken into consideration is the course of study the six interviewed women took.  This is fundamental since the choices made at school, as well as the decision to continue studying or not, have a strong gender connotation and above all following appearance of the necessities connected with disability – if not present from birth – it becomes a crucial point in preventing or facilitating integration at work. Therefore, it is possible that the choice to go to a given scholastic institution was part of conditioning as well as (a result of) disability – and consequently from a level of personal autonomy and the presence or not, of architectural barriers in the building structure – as well as being affiliated to the female gender.

The choice of study path

Six disabled women were interviewed, with different disabilities, socio-economic, family and employment situations
. In particular, it is the type of disability – present from birth or that took over following an illness or accident – and the family status which seems to be one of the principle influencing factors in the educational choices of women.

Some of these women were in fact disabled from birth, whilst others became so in adult life, some were single when they made their educational choices, others had children or were just married.  The combination of these two elements, the first linked to type of disability, the second to being of the female gender, thus determined their educational choices.  It must be underlined that in the cases under consideration here the presence of children can be taken into account only amongst the women who became disabled in the course of their lives, in particular at an age after which one usually makes educational choices, hence the answers given are a reflection of this.

Based on this premise, a prime element which can be noted is the strong gender connotation which some brought out in the interview, independent of the presence of disability.  In fact, the type of educational course chosen – often following the direction of the parents – was orientated towards typical female professional figures, such as the teacher or the secretary, in line with how normal it is for woman to adopt these roles which still tend to follow educational and university courses “of gender”.

I have a five year diploma as a company secretary (…).  So, when I was 14 they told me to go to

this school, because at that time what was a woman going to go and do, office worker…I would 

liked to have gone to school to be a surveyor, but, well in ’72, it was unthinkable that a woman 

would go and be a surveyor and so I enrolled to be a company secretary. (Manuela)

The support of the family, teachers and of the women from the same culture who take the girls to enrol in study courses with humanistic tendencies cross the stereotype of those who would like the disabled person employed or not, to carry out traditional jobs in low-level positions.  The choices made by the disabled girls interviewed, were thus doubly penalized and limited, in how much they were influenced by the respective stereotypes as well as gender and disability.
I have a diploma from a comprehensive senior school. (…)  The comprehensive school course I 

chose was on the advice of the teachers from middle school and also because it was a school I 

was interested in.  (…)  Let’s say that in that phase of my life I still trusted the advice of others, 

of my parents and the teachers I knew at middle school.  (Donatella)

Disabled women, therefore, are not immune to the phenomena of “educational segregation”
 which sees a female prevalence in humanistic formative courses, rather than technical or scientific ones, risking further limitations in employment opportunities.

It emerged on different occasions that disability was considered in their choice of study.  In fact, disability became an aspect which allowed the women to choose average length or short courses that were the most instrumental for work or, whilst in other situations disability became an obstacle at the end of long-term courses, such as university, which do not allow entrance into the work market in a brief time.
When I was able to start again I had quite a lot of time to think and I saw the work situation

around and I thought about what I really would have wanted to do (…).  I started studying again,

I studied all summer going after school, I recuperated that year there, that way I took two years 

of graphics.  (Elisa)

(I didn’t finish university) because there was an economic question then, in the sense that the 

years were passing and I couldn’t stay at the student house anymore.  Furthermore, I always 

promised myself more communication at work to be able to support myself and I wasn’t able to

go back to university. (Donatella)

The choice of doing short term study courses is confirmed by statistical data.  In fact, the relevance of MIUR highlights that considering the distribution of pupils with disabilities per type of education of secondary level secondary schools in Italy in the scholastic year 2001/2002
, more than two thirds were accepted into vocational education and art schools.  One possible explanation of the greater influx of “professionalized” disabled people in schools is that they offer the possibility of obtaining an intermediate level of education after three years of courses and are immediately on the work market.  Furthermore, in some cases a form of auto-selection for people with disabilities or for their families may also be possible too, for those who think that they are more adapted to this type of school compared to average or longer term ones.

Another aspect which emerges in the analysis of the responses about educational courses is the necessity, on the part of disabled women who have to choose the course of study, to receive complete guidance in order to understand the difficulties and the opportunities that each educational institution or university presents.  A good example is the experience of Sara who autonomously, without the support of expressly dedicated services, found a way to orientate herself in the area of educational offers.  Her research of educational courses better adapted to her vocation and her abilities allowed her not only to enter into the labour market but also to avoid leaving the formative or educational course early.  More appropriately in this phase there could also be the help and intervention of an association for the disabled, in particular for the network of relationships which it could offer and for the information it could supply. 

Initially I wanted to be an interpreter, but my mother said “Evaluate a little,

(…) before attempting something so long, look a little, go and speak to someone who

has already done that type of course”.  So (…) I went to speak to the teacher (…) [who]

said “I am convinced you will get into the school (…), but what’s important is this, do you want

to live for work or work to live?”  and I said “Work to live”, and the teacher answered “Good, so change

direction, because being an interpreter means going to translate at congresses, (…) move around a

lot, always have different chaperons.  Then (…) they give you a card with what has

to be said on it, but whoever accompanies you doesn’t necessarily know the language(s),….

you can’t then turn around with a scanner (…)”.  So, I wanted to go to study IT at 

university, I spoke to a guy who had been to university and he said to me “Do you like maths?”, I 

answered “No, I hate it”, “Good, because if you hope to go to university to see computers 

you can keep hoping,  you won’t see them there”.   And so it came about this thing about electronic programmers at Bologna, there you saw the computers on all the saints days and so I went and 

did the course.   (Sara)

The aspect of gender also emerges amongst the interviewed women who chose not to follow education or to interrupt them and who had made this choice before the disability occurred.  In fact, for the interviewees interrupting education is strictly related to some events, like maternity or marriage, which leads one to decide to tend to matters exclusively of the family, also in the case of where there was the desire to follow education.

No (I didn’t follow education after the third year of middle school), after I got married,

I had children (...) I left my family because I got married at 19.  (Federica)

I have the Classics A’ levels.  After that I didn’t continue studying (...), I got married, 

I moved and had a baby, so for family reasons I didn’t continue (...).  I 

would liked to have done a university extension course in the medical field.  (Barbara)

The decision to discontinue education to dedicate oneself to the family has weakened the possibilities of employment in as much as it does not offer possibilities of finding average or high quality work and it adds to the difficulty directly connected to disability and any changes in the family situation.  In fact, in the case of Federica for example, if initially a break in education had not given rise to any critical situation, in as much as those interviewed are busy full time with children, then subsequently her husband’s illness obliged her to go back to work to perform low quality jobs which required considerable physical force.  Jobs that when the disability came Federica was not able to perform anymore but which seemed to be the only possible employment.  

But, when my husband worked I didn’t.  From ’99 I started working, only if I was feeling ok, 

(...) At 5.00 I got up and went to a restaurant to do the cleaning, then at 7.30 I went home, at 

9.00 I left to go and work in a canteen till 7.00 in the evening.  (...)  (After the disability 

occurred) the jobs that they suggested were very heavy for me.  There was only cleaning 

work, apart from cleaning you couldn’t find anything else and I have to avoid cleaning with 

my illness.  (Federica)

So, a low level of education, a consequence of the choice of dedicating oneself to the family, has meant a delayed entrance  into the labour market through devalued jobs, from which it is difficult to distance oneself without an adequate vocational course and hence already putting the interviewee in a weak position with respect to the labour market. 

The path of vocational training 

Potential training courses carried out by the women interviewed were also taken into consideration.  Professional training represents an important aspect in particular for those who for different reasons, discontinued their studies or had a low level of education and therefore, are particularly weak from an employment perspective.  In addition, the possibility on the part of disabled women to participate in training courses and employment programmes was identified by the European Community as a critical factor for many years 
. Still, once the reason was linked not only to disability, but also to those constraints that were normally noted as being part of the female component
.

It seems to emerge that there are very few services available offered in connection with training courses and which facilitate access to these, with the aim of meeting the real needs of potential users – women and the disabled.  In particular, the women mostly penalized are those who because of their disability cannot rely on a good state of health and those who have to take care of little children or who have other family responsibilities.  The lack of childcare services during training courses, the distance between where the course is held and where people live, the shortage of adequate means of transport, the rigidity of course hours especially for full time courses, are all factors which tend to slow down feminine participation and therefore represent a double perceived constraint for the disabled. 

Analyzing the interviews it can be seen how necessary it is not to undervalue the needs of disabled women in order to avoid the barrier which comes between their participation in training courses which could help them in their search for adequate work.  In the case of Federica for example, the difficulty of moving due to the illness, multiple sclerosis, prevents her from taking part in training courses in places far from home, online courses could therefore prevent such problems.

For now I don’t even have the chance (to follow a training course), because I’m not doing very 

well, I’m taking treatment over and over, I’ve gone through cortisone...there are days 

that...now it’s been three days since I’ve been taking cortisone and I can walk just a bit, 

but there are also days when I have to persevere to walk, I can’t.  (Federica)

In Barbara’s case the workload comes from the double presence between home and family and the difficulty connected to the disability can be added to the economic shortage which prevents them from taking into consideration the idea of going to a training course which would keep her busy all day.  In this case it is possible that a free support service for housekeeping and housework could be a useful and advantageous tool for the disabled woman.  In this way, as in the example of the Futura 
 in the region of Friuli Venezia Giulia (Italy), the attendance of training courses does not affect the family economy neither does it further tire the woman.

To say if I had to (...) see to all the rest, the house, my son, everything on my own like I am now, at a physical level, I couldn’t do it.  Furthermore, let’s say that there’s a lack of an economic level for those who need to give up something.  The economic aspect is the most important one right now.  (Barbara)

On considering training courses in the interviews we tried to understand on the one hand what the competences the interviewees possessed were, in particular cross over competences and on the other hand their relative perception of their own capacities and abilities.

The majority of the interviewees confirmed that they possess competences in the IT field, in particular they know how to use the Internet and electronic mail, and in the linguistic field.  These cross competences acquired in some cases directly at work, in other cases via training courses, are decidedly important for insertion into the workplace and for maintaining a position at work.  Nevertheless, it seems that what’s missing from this last point is the awareness of the potential that these competences can have.  For example, Elisa states that she possesses a knowledge of English only at school level, but following the interview it came to light that in reality, thanks to this competence, she is able to give business English lessons.


I follow who’s preparing exams for basic business English.  Having been a company secretary 

sometimes it’s enough to go over things and then I can do dialogue exercises.  (Elisa)

The lack of recognition of the potential of their own competences comes mainly from a lack of self esteem regarding their own abilities, above all when previous formative and educational experiences are of low quality and when the tasks performed in a current job and in previous ones do not allow professional self fulfilment.  Self image and image of one’s own ability and potential therefore emerges as distorted and devalued.

But I’m a normal person.  I don’t know how to say it.  My life is normal.  I don’t have particular 

things (...) I’d like to have a career but I can’t because there aren’t any possibilities.  If I wanted 

to get to a higher level I’d have to have a degree, I haven’t got a degree so, I stay where I am.  

Then I’d have to have done a (educational) competition, but it would’ve become too complicated 

for me, so I’m taking it easy.  (Manuela)

In some cases despite the recognition of their own capabilities, they lack the trust in themselves which is replaced by the resignation to have to accept work of little satisfaction and that does not value their abilities and competences.


For me to do these things (work with a computer) it would be nice, but I understand that one 

can’t always do what they want.  It’s enough for me to have a decent job that I’m able to 

do.  (Elisa)

So the necessity to set up courses of empowerment alongside training courses becomes apparent, encouraging self determination in the disabled women and the awareness of their own value, as well as the need to offer consultancy services aimed at developing the balance of competences to reinforce their own presence in the labour market.

Keeping in mind the competences of the women interviewed, an ability that many of them recognise regards the organizational ability that being disabled has allowed them to develop.  The ability to organize their ordinary days and weeks can be treated according to their working commitments, of their duties outside work and to those connected with family responsibilities.  They are the abilities that able-bodied women have developed to face the family workload which they must often deal with themselves without the support of other family members, still with further limits represented by the fact of being disabled.

I do three things at the same time.  I’m on the telephone, wash the dishes and I’ve just put 

on a CD to check something, three things in one.  I organize, try to plan things, if I can I go 

to do the shopping on my own...there’s always a lot to do, so in the end I have to make the 

most of my time.  (Sara)

Let’s say that having a motor disability the abilities that I have developed are above all organi-

zational.  That is, given that I need lots of support from a personal assistant, I always have to 

think how to organize the day and the week, thinking for two people.  For example, I know 

that while I’m doing physiotherapy I have to tell the assistant to do errands or house jobs and 

I have to let her know that when I get home we have to go and do the shopping together.  

(...)  I think I have really developed this daily and weekly organizational ability.  (Donatella)

I can’t strain myself, but jobs at home or lifting weights I have to do anyway, because there 

isn’t anyone else that can do it.  Whenever possible I try to avoid doing too many things in the 

same day, so I choose.  For example, there’s housework, so today I clean the floors and tomorrow 

I’ll do the windows, I can’t do the windows and the floors at the same time, because it would be 

excessive strain.  (Barbara)

Network of personal relationships

The network of personal relationships of disabled women is a factor of fundamental importance, in how much it participates in the fulfilment of full integration into society.  In fact, not only, according to their size and nature, can the networks of relationships become social capital possessed by the subjects, those that represent a point of reference for ordinary necessity, they can also become an element which facilitates entry into the work market.  In this part of the research, therefore, the network of social relationships were taken into account, informal ones -  family, friends, relatives, acquaintances – as well as those structured in associations, in particular those for the disabled.

Network of informal relationships

Firstly, it was important to find out who created the network of reference for those interviewed.  The family definitely represents the main point of reference.  In the case of a disability present from birth, as well as one that developed in the course of one’s life, parents, brothers and sisters are the people considered closest and who offer real support in the most varied situations.


Years ago when the problems started my parents helped me a lot.  (Federica)


My family have been the closest, my sisters and my mum have always been close to me.  (Manuela)


My parents definitely (are the people I feel closest to), my brothers, then my son who lives with 

me – he’s 13 – and then also my ex-husband is around in certain situations.  (Barbara)

Mum and Dad who by now know everything about me, they know how I am just by the bat of

my eyelid.  (Elisa)

An important point of reference is my brother who, even if he has his own family, a house, 

children,  a life of his own, has always helped me, above all in emergencies.  (Donatella)

However, the family, if on the one hand results as essential support to offer to the disabled woman, on the other it can become an obstacle in the process of independence and autonomy that the woman looks for via work.  In fact, as it emerges in the literature on the subject 
, it came to light in the interviews that often the family can be hyper-protective towards the disabled woman, in how they consider her disability, making her more fragile and less capable of confronting certain situations alone.  The family experience the outside context, in particular the mother, as an atmosphere where the children are not capable of getting about as “differently” as other people.  Furthermore, if the children have to be protected from the outside environment it means they also have to be protected from the work context.  Therefore, as in the case of Manuela, if a disabled daughter expresses the desire to find employment and the mother opposes objecting that she doesn’t need it, in as much as the family already provide for her.  

The risk thus emerges, that upbringing at a familial level based on dependence and assistance isolates the woman from the outside world and prevents her from finding the road to self fulfilment and economic and personal autonomy.  As underlined in Donatella’s interview, experience outside that of the family is of fundamental importance in such a way that hyper protection of the family does not make things better and prevent their own self determination.


My mum would have also liked me to have worked, but she was protective towards me, 

because she said what do I need it for, I could have done less than work, because I didn’t

need to.  (Manuela)

Classic protection from the family.  My mum said to me “But why are you going around, 

you can’t do things like the others” and I took it and went and did it.  Always influenced 

by external connections you have, the hooks you have, the tools you have…  (Donatella)

In spite of no explicit references emerging in gender differences in these parts of the interview, the protective aspect of the family always emerged via the figure of the mother, the parent who has probably always taken care of looking after the disabled daughter since she was a baby, giving up her own working life and completely dedicating herself to the daughter, until she has created a relationship of “power” with her 
.

The disabled women were asked to describe who supported them when faced with various problems: economic, personal assistance, transport, health and psychological assistance.

Regarding the first aspect, the women interviewed pointed above all to their origin family and social worker as principle subjects whom they had asked for economic help.  Amongst the women only Donatella has a daily personal assistant with whom she has a work contract and for which she should receive some contribution from the municipality.  Those who state they need to use public transport, while health care used is both public and private.  Finally, regarding psychological support, all the women interviewed state that though having needed to, they have never had recourse for a psychologist simply entrusting in their own family and their own willpower.  In particular it’s the women who became disabled as adults who highlight the necessity for psychological support, probably to deal with the rupture that the new situation of disability has brought with respect to the type of life they follow as well as the image they have had of themselves until now.

I’ve never been to any psychologist, that is, they all said that I needed to, but I’ve always 

sought to get by on my own.  (Federica)

I’ve never had the need, but I succeeded in going out thanks to my sister and my mum.  (Manuela)

With respect to how much has emerged, the need to operate on two sides in order to facilitate the route of achievement of independence for the disabled women can be pointed out.  In fact, if on the one hand it is important to support the women via courses which allow them to gain awareness of their own capabilities and potential, through a balance of skills along with courses of empowerment and work orientation, on the other hand it appears fundamental to also involve their families, in order for them to participate in the benefits which could be attained in supporting and providing incentives in the daughter’s work activity and thus making her more autonomous.

Involvement in public life

When considering the network of personal relationships an important aspect is participation in the world of associations, specifically those concerned with disabled people.  From the interviews in fact, it came to light that active participation in an association from disabled women is relevant if the women are lacking in a network of relationships external to the family which could help them to enter society and the work market completely.

 First of all, taking into consideration the positive aspects identified in the interviews with the women in considering their own participation to one or more disabled associations, it clearly emerges how the possibility of entering into contact with the association’s volunteers allows the gaining of information otherwise difficult via other channels; information which specifically regards the problems connected to their own disability and more so in general the tools which can be useful for disabled people when determining the critical situation.

(The associations) can perhaps give support.  At the beginning when I was looking for an 

association it was more than anything a search to understand what this type of illness was

(…).  (Barbara)

In particular this association also gave support to address whether or not you have health 

problems.  So there are points of reference of specialized doctors who know the pathology 

you have, so they are able to offer an adequate service for your pathology.  (Donatella)

Entering into contact with an association aimed at helping people with disabilities, furthermore, allows the interviewee, not only to receive information and services which claim to supply public bodies, but also to enrich one’s own social capital and network of relationships.  This latter point is a fundamental result for Donatella who argues that to have been able to remove herself from the protection of the family thanks to the fact that she knew people who were part of the world of voluntary associations encouraged her to put herself on the line and confront the others.  Not only has contact with the network of social relationships of the associations allowed her to broaden her acquaintances, who in some cases became friends, helping her to feel less alone and less “different” compared to able-bodied people.


I have different friends, in particular some who are part of a voluntary association and who 

practically put me in a circle of acquaintances and helped me to create friendships 

and points of reference I still have to this day.  So you go from “the assistant is ill, would you 

mind coming over and staying here this evening?” to “let’s go and eat a pizza” (…).  I’ve had 

contact with the reality of voluntary services which have allowed me to create this network.  

This has been important for me and has also helped me to throw myself into the idea of 

a university course, because I knew volunteers in the Padua area who in the first phase supported 

me to go and see where and which services I could find, which were available for the students.  

So this was a bridge regardless of indifference.  (Donatella)


The decision to follow education and enter university therefore happened thanks to the intervention of the association, which was able to inform Donatella of the services and the accessibility of the structure of the university.  In the same way the intervention of the association was fundamental for Sara who was able to take part in a training course and subsequently find work thanks to this network of contacts.

They (the association) had supplied the contacts (to take part in a training course).  They also


helped me find a position in the workplace where I am now.  (Sara)

For some of the women interviewed being part of an association, furthermore, means being active, becoming a member of the management council and therefore, participating in the decision making process of the association’s activities.  In this way the disabled are able to find a role in society, as well as feel useful to others and realize their own potential.


I am part of the council.  I am generally part of the commission for trips, for cooking courses, 

these little things here.  (Manuela)

I am a component of the management council, in practice I am a type of little boss, I am one 

of those who makes decisions.  (Sara)

The opportunity for disabled women to become part of an association, nevertheless, is not always simple.  First of all, the necessity to improve the diffusion of information emerged in some of the interviews with regards to the existence of associations, above all in the suburban and peripheral areas.  The lack of information could prevent a disabled woman from entering into contact with an association which could be of help, in particular when the disability was present following an accident or illness and it is necessary to rearrange their own activities and lifestyles.


I didn’t know either about the existence of an association of this type, because I lived in a small town, 

I stayed at home, went to the hospital.  Then when I went to look for work they told me these associations existed.  (Manuela)

Another stumbling block that could prevent the disabled women from entering into the world of associations is tied with their management of their time.  In fact, the distance of the location of the association, the complication of movements, the rigidity of the association’s hours, the difficulty of managing the association times with those of the working activity, of looking after the home and family are all obstacles for the participation of disabled women in the world of associations.


I went to the XXX association, I went to talk, they told me that if I needed a psychologist they could 

give me one, but seeing how I had to move cities I said no, absolutely not.  I couldn’t make appoint-

ments and then not be able to go…then it’s also far away.  (Barbara) 

If participation in the activities of the disabled association could be of extreme importance for the empowerment of women, in some cases an inadequate approach by the association itself towards the disabled women could irreparably damage the relationship of trust between the two subjects and distance the disabled women from the network of associations.  It happened to Elisa that she found herself in difficulty in the context of the association in which she entered, in as much as she did not feel sufficiently supported in the face of the activity proposed by the association and her wishes were not listened to.  In fact, the suggestion to enter into an institute for people with a disability more serious than hers represented the end of her hope to begin a “normal” life.  Furthermore, the lack of support from her parents, who took the side of the association, was for Elisa an oppressive experience, whereby her right to make autonomous decisions about her life was not taken into consideration by whom, on the contrary, should have considered it a priority.


The last experience (in an association) was very traumatic.  The association I was in, even knowing 

my situation of visual impairment, entrusted me to other non-seeing people.   These girls could not 

see at all and I had to take them to the bus, get them off, I was already going into the posts…..

that was really a bad period..without counting worse things that I noted and there really were a lot 

of them.  My parents trusted this association, I stayed there because I couldn’t see well (…) but since 

I could see (…) I couldn’t shut myself into a condition of not seeing, I was sight impaired, but the time 

to get well and then I would have got into a situation in which I am now.  They had already 

booked me in to go to XXX institution, which is an institution for the blind, where they teach you to work 

as an operator and do other things.  They needed 10 thousand euros to get in whilst if you 

were blind you didn’t have to pay.  I would have had to fork out, but my parents didn’t have any chance whatsoever of doing it, because my father is retired, my mother does a few hours, I had a pension of 200 euros. (…)  That there was a nightmare for me, because I thought “my eye is still working, recovery is good, each intervention is always better, why do I have to stop here?”  It would have really fried my brain, there was nothing I could do, my parents went against me, the president of this association was 

very pressurizing for me to enter…in fact now I try to have nothing to do with it.  (Elisa)

This testimony allows us to underline how the idea of disabled women needing someone for them, that it is better for her and how easy it is that even the associations who have these people, run the risk of giving credit to those stereotypes.  This aspect can be noted in different ways in the lives of the women, though the results are particularly damaging when compromising the course of their education.  Young disabled women (in fact a cause of the combined effect of stereotypes based on gender and disability which do not allow us to perceive the disabled woman as a decision maker and which place her in a traditionally feminine role
) risk seeing themselves directed towards “special” schools or institutions, also in contrast with their own desires.  If a protective network on the one hand is “security”, on the other it risks suffocating the woman and not allowing her to find her own way helping to make her autonomous and independent.

The key role which the associations could have also emerges, because they favour socialization, orientation, they can offer employment perspectives and fulfillment.  It is nevertheless important that the workers do not consider the disabled in a “neutral” way, indifferent, but are able to read the individual and her potential.  To this end training courses “on gender” could be useful which involve the workers who involve themselves with the placement of disabled people, in such a way as to give them the adequate tools for understanding the different needs of disabled women compared to men with disabilities.

Disability and autonomy 

A portion of the questionnaire is dedicated to the type and level of independence that disabled women have acquired, to be able to perceive the hardships of daily life and identify the means and instruments that may serve as a support and improve it. Furthermore, attention has been focused on the housing problems of disabled women, to highlight the essential elements that assure accessibility to facilitate the activities to be carried out both indoors and outdoors in the area in which it is located.  

Evaluation of autonomy

Those being interviewed were asked to explain, in their opinion, the extent of their autonomy in the organization of household chores, in commuting between home and their workplace and the management of relations outside family members. As a result a detailed survey of the activities that women are able to carry out and those that require external support to be accomplished has been obtained. 

Most acknowledge the limits of their autonomy thus underlining their will to be independent and the efforts faced to achieve their present level of autonomy along with the instruments required to gain a higher level of independence.

Those interviewed claim that some are easy tasks of everyday life that become troublesome without the support of other people. Among these are household chores, laundering and ironing or for those that have sensorial disability even reading documents like a bill is a chore.

There are things that are a part of everyday life like laundering and ironing. I know how to do these chores but I let others do them because I don’t have feedback. I don’t know if the laundry is clean or less so I prefer having it done.  For example, certain documents are controlled by my mom and dad, what I can’t do is usually done by them. (Sara)

There are dumb household chores, I don’t distinguish the colours of the clothes to be put in the washing machine that is to say if something black is next to something white, I see everything black. (Elisa)

In some cases the obstacles regarding the management of the household may be overcome through a good organization of everyday activities, as Donatella explains.

I have a good autonomy at home (…) I think I’ve organized things well. For example, I can cook something while my personal assistant is present then I can eat it later on in the day when the may not be with me, the microwave oven is set at my height so I’m independent in eating. (Donatella)

However, in some cases, a good organization does not assure efficiency in the cases in which health is frail. Bearing the consequences of one’s health, as claimed by the women interviewed, makes you feel as if you are losing your independence and the right to choose what activities to carry out during the day.

I think I’m relatively independent in carrying out daily chores but very often the physical fatigue does not allow me to decide something and finish it, meaning that if I decide to finish something tomorrow, I may not. (Barbara)

The interviews underline other elements that may have a negative effect of the autonomy of disabled women when they are in places other than their home, in particular their working place that often require being adapted on the base of single needs. In most cases, if the modifications are not carried out, the risk of leaving out the disabled women from occupation is high not allowing the subject to carry out the working activity. In Donatella’s case, the problem regards the difficulty to use restrooms without the support of a personal assistant.

There is another element, not only in my experience but generally speaking, that is important: access to restrooms. Not just because the restroom is not provided with access but even if it is, with a serious physical handicap like mine, physiological function cannot be carried out without an aide. This question remains without an answer, even if it has been faced, it still does not offer a solution. As a matter of a fact, part-time jobs represent a situation I can handle and if emergency situations should occur, we’ll see what to do. (Donatella)

The greatest problems related to autonomy of those interviewed are commuting and the use of public transport. Some disabled women feel excessively dependent on public transport and the services of special means in convention with public authorities. This dependence – thus a lack of autonomy – is evident not along the daily commuting routes between home and the workplace but in movement for leisure. 

I have strongly desired my independence, because it is right, I gained it with effort and it gives me great satisfaction. There are place in which I have to be accompanied but I want to go to work by myself. (…) Let’s say that I can make it for everyday commuting. But if I have to buy a present, I have to be accompanied. (…) If I go out with someone that sees, they usually come and pick me up. (Sara)

The lack of an adequate means of transport is perceived as a limit to a person’s right to choose what to do in one’s leisure time. Not solely, the relations with those external to the family depend on the need to use means of transport that must be scheduled ahead of time.

The reaction of those interviewed facing this situation is different. As a matter of a fact, some accept the limits beyond which one cannot proceed, while others express their strong will to achieve greater autonomy by purchasing their own equipped vehicle to be free from the binds of public transport.

There is not much to say, if I go skiing I obviously need an aide, so I try to do what I can. That is to say, I don’t say I want to do this or that but if I can’t do it, I don’t from the start because I know I cant do it. (…) You can only do what is within the limits of your possibilities. I mean that if I see it’s a nice day and I want to go to the shore by car and come back when I want, I can’t. (Manuela)

I don’t have a special vehicle, so I am entirely dependent on local transport along with a time schedule and activities. (…) My objective is that of improving the extent of independence, having my own equipped vehicle to be able to move more autonomously than I do now having to rely on public transport. (Donatella)

If you visit a friend, you have to decide when to go and to leave. You can’t stay ten minutes longer than scheduled because you didn’t plan it so you have to come back. This is true for all activities (Donatella)

Even transport can represent an obstacle for disabled women in their entrance and permanence  in labour market. As a matter of fact, the lack of autonomy of disabled women requires the use of means of public transport that must be accurately programmed with high costs. If the cost of transport is prohibitive compared to the wage, the risk that the worker be excluded from the occupational market is elevated.

Even home – workplace commuting represents a limit, let’s say you’re finishing a task at work and you need another ten minutes but you have already scheduled your transport back home, you have to close your computer and leave your assignment that hasn’t been finished that give you a feeling of not being complete. If I had a greater autonomy of movement things would be different. (…) Even if you move a few kilometres your cost of transport weighs much more than the employee that commutes with his own car. I think this weighs on occupational access, (…) because the expenses you have to face are like taking a taxi and with a part-time wage; you have to add something to the cost of transport at the end of the month and that does not make much sense. (…) If I can’t optimise the cost of reaching my workplace I’ll probably quit because the money I earn is passed to transport. It’s not for the extras but the it represents the cost that provides you with access to occupation. (Donatella)

Housing accessibility 

Another aspect taken into consideration by the interviews and closely related to the autonomy of disabled women regards the type of housing and the place it is located in. The interviews highlight that most women are satisfied with their dwellings thus defining the features that facilitate the autonomy of a disabled woman. Two are the dimensions that have been taken into consideration; the first is indoors while the second is the outdoor space that regards the mobility between the dwelling and the surrounding space.

Taking the first dimension into consideration, the autonomy of disabled women improves if they live in an apartment or house with access and equipment that meet their individual requirements. So, if a woman has a physical handicap, a house at the ground floor or the presence of an elevator may sustain their independence.

I live there at the first floor but when I have shopping bags my children have to help me because there are days in which I just can’t walk. So, let’s say, that an apartment at the ground floor would be better. I have just forwarded a request for a house at a ground floor level. (Federica)

The fact that a house must be internally accessible means that a room for the personal assistant must be foreseen and this hard to make clear. (Donatella)

Let’s take the second dimension into consideration, the one surrounding the dwelling, the women interviewed have highlighted the importance and need of living in an area served by public transportation and near to commercial activities and offices like supermarkets, pharmacies, post offices and banks. 

The house is internally and externally accessible because it is just 10 minutes from the city centre and this is accessibility for me being that I don’t feel totally and completely dependent on special vehicles. (…) I also believe that accessible also means being located in a part of the city that is well served. There is a pharmacy not very far from my house, a bakery, and various supermarkets and there is even a hospital in the area in the case of need. (Donatella)

I want my house with certain characteristics. I think my house should be in the proximity of the hospital because I often go there. I need an elevator and two bathrooms. (…) The house must be located in an area served by public transport because I don’t have a car and I would never take transportation out of the city and not eve near to my workplace. During the week that’s ok but what will I do on Sundays? I can’t drive a car. (Manuela)

Concluding, what has emerged from the interviews regarding the autonomy of disabled women focuses its attention on the need to be able to use services that seem to be not very widespread or available, but if improved may increase the level of autonomy of disabled women. In some cases, the needs of services that all disabled people have in common independently from gender, like special transport. However, residence in a central position that is well served by commercial activities and services that the disabled subject uses is considered fundamental.

Figure 1: Aspects concurring to the autonomy of disabled women emerging from the interviews







The working dimension

In this part of the survey, the occupational aspect of the disabled women that have been interviewed was analysed in depth to highlight the aspects related to gender that characterise the courses set, the hindrances encountered while looking for employment and keeping it, the discrimination of colleagues and superiors along with the reasons that have made them enter the labour market.

Not solely; we have also tried to understand, according to the opinion of the women interviewed which is the approach of business organizations towards women with disabilities and if they perceive differences of gender.

Job seeking and insertion of disabled women in the workplace

One of the first aspects taken into consideration is the employment of disabled women in the labour market. The interviews point out that most of them found their occupation through unemployment centres or thanks to the association of the disabled they belong to. This means that the research for employment occurred through institutional authorities or private associations. On the other hand, some claim that they found a job through other channels like sending résumés to companies or through employment agencies, obtaining a result.

I did not look for an occupation. (…) I did not get in touch with the unemployment agency because as a blind physiotherapist we have our own register, my name was directly forwarded then I enrolled in Rome and sent everything to the employment centre. (Sara)

I accepted a co-op that accompanies employment (in the vocational school in which I work now) upon communication of the technical committee of law 68. The procedure begins with a co-op and if the parts agree a contract may be drawn up. (Donatella)

The support of employment agencies and associations is certainly of central importance but a greater involvement of the disabled person is encouraged. Without specific training they risk being employed by companies of which they know little of and in which the temporary basis of the job and the doubts regarding the tasks assigned may weigh on the larger scale of things. For example, some of the women interviewed reply that they would prefer to work for a public authority being that it assures occupational stability while a private company expects working loads from its employees that are higher that their possibilities.

I’d prefer a public authority because I imagine it assures occupational stability that would give me income continuity and security out of the labour market. (Donatella)

Public employment provides security; imagine somebody like me working for a private company. (…) Imagine someone not in good health working for private business. You can start by saying I can’t read this because I’m blind (…) I think a private employer pays you directly on the base of what you do, he considers you as a non-normal person that does not repay like the others. (Manuela)

Alongside the fears related to productivity and the impression of employers, a scarce knowledge of the labour market is widespread among those interviewed, so the presence of instruments to be used in orienting and informing women on work experiences and the dynamics of the labour market should be conceived. As a matter of a fact, there is a deficiency of counselling services that respond to the specific needs of disabled women
 and that may guide them in their professional growth in compliance with their individual needs. This would give disabled women the possibility to choose among more professional routes in order to effectively employ the competences they possess. This is especially useful for women without professional experience, it provides them with information and work orientation to avoid placing the disabled subject in the labour market without knowing how it works, the difficulties that must be faced by the company that does not receive added value from the resource along with the women who does not feel valued and loses her self-esteem.

We suggest the consultancy of a specialised counsellor to give the disabled knowledge of the labour market and the possible training periods that may be employed to acquire adequate competences that support the disabled woman in finding solutions to specific problems, making choices of alternative behavioural patterns that stand in the way of integration in the labour market.

At a certain point I had to decide between being a switchboard operator or a physiotherapist (…). At the end I was told: “Either you do this or that”. (Sara)

A employment centre would be useful for orientation especially if you are out of the labour market and do not have a chance to have seasonal or temporary work experiences, meaning that you are really not part of a world that works in a completely different manner than the one you usually belong to. So you have to conceive a job that is different from usual. Certainly, an orientation like this would be useful. (Donatella)

First of all, you need motivation to starting searching for employment. The interviews highlight that, independently from the perception that each disabled women has of herself and her capacities, the motivation to work is very strong presenting characteristics in common. It is the desire of “normality” and the will to carry out an activity to feel equal to normal people. The interviews insist on this aspect, claiming that the decision to work is not due to the incitement of someone in particular but it is related to the fact that working is an aspect of life that regards all, being essential to one’s own independence to feel an integral part of society.

First of all, I think that everybody has the desire to work, earn a salary and not depend on anyone. Something I would not be able to cope with having to depend on someone. (Manuela)

Occupation, as defined by article 1 is a fundamental right of the people, so I assume it is my right to carry out a job according to my possibilities. (…) That is to say you have an objective, meaning that tomorrow morning you have to wake and be at work and do this and that, in other words you have an objective in life which is right and you’re not staying home ... I don’t mean that a housewife gets bored but you need goals, that’s how it is. (Sara)

Everybody has to work to live so no one in particular has urged me to work. Let’s say that there are a series of examples both from the people I am close to, like my family and acquaintances, and other friends with disabilities that have acquired more autonomy than mine and this is what convinced me to see if I had the skills, in favourable conditions, to become part of the labour market. (…) I think that working means paying all the expenses that all the other people have. (…) It’s important because you are part of the world of occupation; you are not set aside so you are part of a larger portion and not just a small sector. Work includes you even if it gives you difficulties that are similar to those of many others. I believe that there is a large part of the population with temporary contracts, and this does not depend on disability. (Donatella)

Disability, gender and the productive system 

The analysis of the labour market has emphasized a series of elements that highlight how one of the barriers to the access of disabled women depends on the prevailing working culture from a viewpoint that includes both the disabled women and the work force in general. The latter requires flexibility for the work schedule and company demands that may interfere with the possibility to work overtime, the absence of family ties that may affect the presence at the workplace, the capacity to adapt to the rhythm and schedules required by companies, especially in the post-ford era. As a consequence, the ‘ideal’ model is a man without family ties, with normal abilities capable of providing the desired reply to the company’s organizational requirements; it is thus evident that women with disabilities cannot compete with this model.

So, as Lepri and Montobbio claim
, a distance that divides the universe of disability from the productive system does exist along with the distance between the latter and the universe of women.  Both distances are subjective, in the sense that they both depend on the individual characteristics of each person and on the other hand on the peculiarities of the labour market along with the organization of services – for personal care, child care and transport – as a part of the circumstances of reference.

These preliminary remarks clearly suggest how the employment of disabled women should follow the steps of an individual path to reduce these ‘distances’ and face the obstacles taking individual needs and characteristics into consideration along with the demands and objectives of the productive system, according to a systematic approach that involves different subjects at the same time (Figure 1).

The opinions expressed clearly express the frequent contraposition between these two needs that in the long run are the reason for contrast between the disabled women worker and the hiring company.

Figure 2: A graphical description of the difficulties that set disabled women and the labour market apart 





 





If the divergences are not drawn closer through the mutual agreement between personal needs and the company’s requirements, a solution may not be found. Furthermore, if the company considers the fact of hiring disabled women as an imposition, the worker will find an ‘invisible barrier’ resulting from the expectations and prejudicial opinion the company has. The disabled worker must put much more effort to prove that she can carry out the tasks assigned and be part of the organization.

Figure 1 illustrates the distance between the universe of the disabled and the productive system. It is clear how hard it is to find a point of mutual concession between the expectations of the worker and the organization being that women’s needs do not easily adapt to the requests of ‘total devotion’ to the company, illustrated well by Elisa’s experience who, even if partially-sighted, was assigned a difficult task for someone with sight problems like hers.

A couple of times I was told to ‘move, hurry up and do it quick’ by my superiors. I replied that I wasn’t familiar with the procedure, so they said, ‘yes yes, but you know we have to get things done within certain times so try to be quicker’. (Barbara)

There are a lot of things to do in a supermarket; I was in charge of replacing and putting the products with an expiry date on the shelves. I don’t know anything about expiry dates; they were printed very small on transparent film. I ruined my eye to read those things. Then I had to move goods in the storehouse, even 25-30 kilos of pasta all by myself. There was a lot of dust in the storehouse that caused three ulcers in my eye but I went to work just the same. (Elisa)

The conflict between the disabled worker and the employer can cause serious consequences on behalf of the company like mobbing the worker and forcing her to resign.

On the base of the lack of a meeting point between different interests and demands, one of the obstacles that results from the interviews regards the lack of communication between the two subjects involved. As a matter of a fact, Sara and Elisa represent two emblematic episodes that, in the first case, highlight how the difficulty of communication make the women think the company is indifferent to her needs making her feel hostile towards her employer while the second case in which a clarifying episode gives the disabled women the chance to understand that the problem which has emerged does not depend on her superiors’ insensitiveness towards her problem but a probable involuntary underestimation of herself.

I was invalid and partially sighted but just the same towards the end of the morning I was sent to wash very large knives with which the cold cuts and cheese were sliced without any sort of protection or gloves. That proved complete indifference not because I am clumsy but because I am partially sighted so how could they think of making me handle knives like that. (Elisa)

If I have a problem I go talk with who is in charge, very calmly. Last year, for example, we were transferred from a gym to another for company reasons so I told my testimonial, ‘Listen I have to talk to you, I know you’ve planned this move from ground level to the first floor so I have to re-plan all the routes I use to go to the canteen and to clock in. She replied that she hadn’t thought of it. So I told her ‘now that you know it, give me a tutor that will explain everything to me again as if it were my first day here’. So she said she would give me a colleague. I said’ Give me, who you want, all I need is someone to tell me where to go. You have to consider that even if you see me everyday for the past five years you give many things for granted not because you don’t live my life so it’s hard to imagine. That means you have to be ready to make people notice this, complaining is useless, that’s how I see things. (Sara)

As a consequence, better communication between the disabled women worker and the employer is an essential element to be adopted to avoid incomprehension and misunderstandings that create a wider diversion between the universe of the disabled and the productive system. It is also evident that a sensitization campaign for companies in particular and partnerships in general to oppose the stereotyped vision of disabled women is needed.

In the case we have just analysed Sara points out another risk the company may encounter. It often faces the management of human resources of the diversely able without the support of adequate instruments that would avoid discriminating disabled women workers and on the other hand considering them ‘neutral’ in gender. Diversity management is suggested and may be useful for the company to recognize these situations and be able to handle them.

The analysis of the distance between company organization and the dimension of gender suggests that further elements must be taken into consideration. In particular, the conciliation of the working schedule and family obligations remains the main factor of contrast between the disabled women worker and the company system. As a matter of a fact, if the woman has to face difficulties related to her disability along with the problems related to being a mother and a worker, difficult situations are sure to occur, not solely regarding the employer but including the colleagues.

In the case of Barbara, a disabled women separated from her husband with a minor to provide for, her difficulty is mainly related to the need to work while her child is at school – chiefly in the morning – the conflict between the employer that has scheduled different shifts and, on the other hand, colleagues that have a hard time accepting a different application of the company’s rules must be considered.

Let’s say that I asked to have most shifts in the morning rather than the afternoon, this was accepted for a period of time but I was told that my colleagues had complained claiming that the shifts were divided in mornings, afternoons and evening so I would have to start working on different shifts, too. They put me in front of this decision, so I had to organize things with my son and it wasn’t easy. (Barbara)

For this problem, Barbara could have used the vouchers foreseen by the Futura Project, Services for equal opportunities, an initiative of the Friuli Venezia Giulia Region conceived to favour women that are subject to vocational training or being included in the labour market thus requiring services to support the management of children or relatives that – for reasons of age or health – require care. 

There had been a change in my working schedule so I was acknowledged the right, granted by the Region, to have a person at home (Futura). I forwarded the request and for a period I was able to organize my life. 

However, once the vouchers were employed, the problems related to time restraints must be added to the conditions of disability that strain and amplify the ‘double presence stress’.

In the meantime, my health got worse due to the stress, so (…) I changed job. However, having a son and having to respect fixed work schedules became laborious, it was a problem. (…) Being alone with a child, I have to provide for everything. (…) The fact is that I have to do household chores and take care of my child; my disability makes everything more difficult because I accumulate stress. (Barbara)
The reconciliation of the working schedule with the family is extremely important for the occupational inclusion of disabled women. From this viewpoint, the services in charge of childhood care and family-oriented policies are to be considered of vital importance to shorten the distance between the universe of gender and the productive system.

Disabled women in business: a disadvantage or an opportunity?

We have just noted that both disability and belonging to the female gender analysed in their different aspects result in a ‘diversity’ for the productive system. On the other hand, company organization perceives the presence of a possible divergence within its state of equilibrium as binding
. The disabled subject – even more if a disabled women - is perceived as a ‘problem’ by the company that may alter its stability and the mechanisms that regulate its organization.

This aspect is perceived by the disabled women even during the initial phase of looking for a job. This is the moment in which the ‘subjectivity’ of the disabled women encounters the ‘objectivity’ of the productive system, with its precisely expressed rules, both the non-written ones, along with its claims and the company’s community.

In the research for this meeting point, the first element to consider is the capacity of the female worker in adapting to the organization’s balances and internal relations in which she is placed while, on the other hand, the company’s capacity in meeting the disabled workers’ requirements. The interviews highlight the difficulty in finding the meeting point and how the matter of adapting is decisive in achieving this goal.

Another element that emerges is that adjusting is not the main problem; it is represented instead by making the employer understand that adjustment may be achieved. This difficulty depends on the scarce knowledge and lack of sensitiveness of the company which does not realize the true operative potentials of a person with disabilities and by the lack of information regarding the instruments that may be employed to solve certain restraints of the workplace.

The presence of a third person to mediate between the two subjects was fundamental in Sara’s case – the company and the disabled women were able to eliminate the distance that divided them. As a matter of a fact, thanks to this person, a member of an association she belongs to, the employer was able to find a meeting point with the disabled person. An interesting figure that may be defined as a ‘mediation operator’
 is depicted, with the role of understanding the needs of both parts to make them mutually compatible.

When a blind person applies for a job especially in the field of physiotherapy, people start saying, ‘You’ve got to move from a cubicle to another and if a patient on a wheel chair arrives you may hurt yourself’. You need someone to say no, that isn’t true, it isn’t like that (…) When they read my name and realized I was completely blind, they said no, we can’t hire her, she may get hurt, and this and that. At that point an intervention opposed this and claimed it wasn’t like that, so they hired me and saw I could make it and changed their opinion. (Sara)

The intervention of the mediation operator is extremely important due to the fact that it facilitates the occupation of disabled women within the company avoiding dangerous failures for the person and the company involved. The tasks of the mediation operator must be addressed to the disabled person and the productive system
. The first must be taken in charge, by planning and carrying out the occupational intervention, choosing the right instruments for mediation and managing the psychological aspects that may develop, the second party must be supported in the tasks regarding the research of occupational opportunities offered by the labour market along with the companies that take part, the ergonomic analysis of the work environment, rendering the company sensitive thought the activation and monitoring of occupation and in the final phase with the management of the conclusion of the period of mediation. 

The operator’s role is extremely important and strategic for the positive outcome of occupational inclusion. However, the competences requested are very specific and said professional figures should be trained considering the intervention and to develop said capacity of analysis and valuing of the diversity related to the female gender.

Once the initial phase of occupational integration has been accomplished as in Donatella’s case the disabled women is able to find a solution to the company’s requests on her own. However, solely in the presence of self-esteem, conscious of one’s possibilities in the choice of the most efficient actions to take in various situations, like adjusting to the work post.

People don’t know what being disabled means and that makes you feel wrong-footed when you provide a series of elements. You can say, ‘Let’s do this and the problem is immediately solved …’ you have to propose and solve and prove that you are a person that faces things. (Donatella)

It is evident that the company does not provide you with all that you need, to do so it would have to invest a lot of money. Unfortunately, one must realize that things for diversely able subjects are very expensive and for just a person, how can the company face these investments? Fundamental is asking, without setting limits, it does not make me feel more diversely able and if I need something, then I just ask for it. (Sara)

Besides this, a process of negotiation between the disabled woman worker and the employer must be started, a procedure that ‘stipulates a psychological contract that represents the result of the meeting/encounter between the expectations and availability of the individual, on one hand, and the organization on the other’
. In this process of negotiation, a leading role is assumed by the capacity of the mediation operator – if foreseen – and the disabled woman, to confirm what the added value of a diversely able woman may represent for the organization. As a matter of a fact, the interviews show that the willingness to employ a disabled person in a company depends on if the person is perceived as a resource and not a burden for the productive system.

When we talk about a diversely able person we automatically are talking about workplace adjustment. At this point, the employer may say, ‘what do I have to adjust’? When an employer relates to a diversely able subject he must consider the series of rights that this person has, he may take advantage of the law 104 and has to give him permits for this…so the company usually decides not to employ the disabled and pays the fine. Diversely able people should be presented as a resource, this does not happen. (…) Things must be observed from a different perspective, you can’t tell the employer that this person has the right to this and that. You can’t talk to those attending the course that have the right to employ the Law 104 regarding paid permits otherwise the companies say ‘I’m paying this person for 8 hours of work and he’s only working six’. Rights have to be assured but they must be employed properly, if you take advantage of these aides we’ll all lose. The diversely able should be considered a resource and not as object to be employed. (Sara)

It is clear that the operators in charge of the employment of a disabled person in an organization assume a strategic role in view of a positive result. Periods of training to provide the operators with the instruments required to render organizations sensitive are useful to make the employer consider the employment of disabled peopled as a resource to be valued and not solely a cost for the organization.

The valuing of competences of disabled women is a crucial point in achieving occupational inclusion related to the capacities and professional experience of the subject. The value of disabled subjects in the labour market is very low, especially if we are talking about women with low levels of education and no vocational training periods. It is therefore necessary to convince the business organizations of the professional potential that disabled women have to joust the vision of disability in workplaces, it is not be considered a ‘problem’ anymore but it should be seen as a ‘resource’, an important  ‘cognitive asset’ not solely for the company but for the whole society.

Some of the women interviewed underlined this aspect, outlining the need to disregard the pattern of assistance to proceed in the direction of a system of acknowledgment of competences and identification of assignments within the organization that may be carried out thanks to said professional capacities.

I think this has already been foreseen by the incentives that given to companies that employ disabled people, but a mentality that is too oriented towards ‘I’ll hire her because I get fiscal deductions’ must be avoided in view of ‘I’ll hire her because she is able to do what I need’. (Donatella)

Competences must be appraised, realizing that there are tasks within the company that can be assigned to a disabled person and a woman, meaning that very often people aren’t used to occupying different roles within the company or understanding that the job may be carried out by a person on a wheelchair or that has problems walking. Competences are what should be considered. (Donatella)

An element that may represent an obstacle between the business organization and the disabled woman in the valorisation of competences regards the idea that society has of disabled women. As a matter of a fact, a disabled woman is forcefully placed in a ‘category’ of people that is subject to stereotypes and discrimination. If these prejudices are deeply rooted, the roles offered by society, in general, and by the employer in particular will be subject to the patterns of ‘identification and ‘categorisation’. This generalised attitude determines the overall fall of the expectations of disabled women within the society and the labour market.

Stereotypes regarding different aspects – disability on one hand and being a women on the other, - are very similar. A disabled woman is considered a weak subject that needs assistance and is not able to take care of herself and not even carrying out work assignments.

There are people that say ‘poor thing, being on a wheelchair is better that being blind’…things said by people who don’t know what it means should be ignored. (…) I don’t know how the company considers a blind person; people sometimes think that if you’re blind, you just don’t move because you can’t see. Sara)

The colleagues I’m not in close contact with may fail to understand because they aren’t familiar with my needs. I don’t have to ask a thing to the colleagues I work with everyday, they see me and already know what I need. The other colleagues, well sometimes I give them nasty answers…the other day one of them said that you need a doctor’s certificate for the school for physiotherapy insinuating on how I got it so I snapped back ‘did you have to go to a psychiatrist to be admitted’? (…) When things like this happen, it’s due to the lack of knowledge or intelligence. (Sara)

As highlighted by Garland-Thomson (2001) the origins of stereotypes regarding women and disability may be traced back to the classic belief that put women and the disabled on the same level. As a matter of a fact, Aristotle defined women as mutilated men suggesting the idea that they were disabled and the same words were used to describe disability, underlining the aspects that make them ‘different’ and ‘deviating from normal’.
 This stereotype does not solely regard the manner in which the body of the disabled woman is seen but it also relates to her way of being. The aspects of fragility, vulnerability, weakness and instability related to women in general are amplified for women with disabilities. Said stereotypes – that consider disabled women as a subject that requires care – affect the occupational aspect. As a matter of a fact, if a man is still considered today as the breadwinner within the family unit, women occupy a marginal position in the family’s economic demands; this is especially true if the woman is disabled.

Another aspect that has been dealt with in the previous paragraphs – and in some way affects and strengthens the stereotypes in companies – regards the low self-esteem of the competences acquired of the disabled. This element is identified, for example, by the perception that women have of their professional competences and their limits. Manuela is conscious of the limits her disability causes but at the same time she ignores her full potentials with a negative attitude and professional dissatisfaction.

Within my limits I work in an office (…) I can’t read what is written but I can go back and forth to the photocopying machine without having to read anything. (…) I like my job; if I didn’t have this handicap well maybe I wouldn’t go back and forth with paperwork. Within my possibilities I like this job. (…) Let’s say that I’m not really satisfied with it. It’s the best I can expect in my conditions. (…) But if I weren’t in these conditions, I wouldn’t like it. (…) I wouldn’t be satisfied with these little errands, I would like something more. I’m doing all I can do, I can’t do much more, I would like to but I can’t. (Manuela)

Sara’s attitude is different; she reacts in another way, in the workplace, to the limits related to her disability and manages to find a solution that makes her feel ‘more diversely able’. 

I have to ask my colleagues to read the therapy report and if they aren’t around I have to the secretary and ask her to read it, and if I have a mishap because my colleague’s ill and the office is busy well…I ask the patient to read, he knows how to read, right? This isn’t a problem, this isn’t a problem…you haven’t understood anything of life if you think this makes me feel diversely able. (Sara)

Despite the fact that one cannot generalise, the two different ways of perceiving oneself at work are related to different factors, among which the type of education received, the frequency of courses and training periods, the participation to job orienting interviews and empowerment experiences. The latter are of fundamental importance being that the awareness of possessing knowledge, ability and competence and being able to valorise and acquire one’s potential as a person with an active role within society and the labour market
.

Empowerment and the building of one’s self-esteem are particularly useful even in managing relations with work colleagues. As a matter of a fact, some of the women interviewed claim they have no problems with colleagues with whom they heve positive relations, but even in some cases of solidarity, some disabled women have detected critical points. In particular, these problems may arise for women that have become disabled during the course of an occupational situation and that have been forced to rebuild themselves in compliance with the latest demands of the labour market. In this case, the new needs of the disabled woman are in conflict with the productive system especially if the management does not foresee the required modifications fearing to alter the company’s atmosphere.

In Barbara’s case, the feeling of having worsened her relations with colleagues makes her live her presence at work with misery and tension.

I had to pick up heavy weights, I had to pick them up but I couldn’t. I didn’t have time to finish some of my assignments and the others had to do them. (…) I also had to take sick leave to cure my illness. (…) I also had problems with colleagues during sick leave because my load of work was carried out by them, so the atmosphere was not pleasant. (…) They didn’t admit it openly but with their attitude and it was clear that I was considered a burden. I felt I was a burden for the group. (Barbara)

As we have already seen, the courses of orienting and empowerment are essential elements but not sufficient for disabled women to maintain their job. As a matter of a fact, there are needs related to disability and belonging to the female gender that cannot be underestimated. They are mainly problems due to the health of the worker and the difficulty of conciliating time for family and work.

The first aspect to take into consideration is disability especially physical disability that may get worse as time passes depending on the health of the person. The intensification of the disability makes the extent of autonomy of the disabled women worker diminish making the usual assignment hard to carry out. 

Getting out of the house for several hours a day to go to work is an effort, you have to schedule it and for a person with disabilities like mine things take much longer than they do for an able person. You’ve got to resist for all those hours at your workplace and in the less pleasant seasons, the situation gets worse. (Donatella)

The worsening of the disability may be considered a permanent condition by the employer that is translated by a prolonged absence on the workplace and very hard to solve. If the employer does not consider – or is not conscious of the existence – that health presents cyclical episodes, periods in which health worsens and gets better, the only solution for the employer is resolving the work relation
. A solution recommended to help a disabled woman to keep her job could be supporting the company and the disabled worker to get over the critical period. The interviews highlight that a useful instrument in this sense is tele-working, that allows the woman worker carry out her assignment at home until the critical period of health may be considered concluded. Another possible solution may be the replacement of the disabled worker during the period in which she is absent, facilitated by the fiscal deductions that may be granted to the company, like in the cases of maternity replacements.  

At the end of last year, I was ill for a period so I had to take sick leave, the doctors recommended to avoid the passage in and out of different environments. Even if they accepted the increase of tele-working modality, being that the work I was assigned with may be carried out this way but I had to be absent from the office. So health weighs on the scale. (...) If health affects your presence at the workplace, it takes away a series of hues that are part of the labour world. (Donatella)

As underlined by Donatella, tele-working is an excellent instrument that allows the disabled women worker to work at home but it must not be the sole pattern employed. As a matter of a fact, working at home does not let the women feel fully integrated in the company and it does not give life to the dynamic relations that occur between work colleagues.

I work in tele-working modality from home. It has positive aspects if you can be present at the office, too. But tele-working does not give you all the signals that you receive at the workplace. A series of requests may overlap if you’re working at home, your colleagues don’t call you every five minutes to tell you ‘we had to change this and that’ but they try to solve things immediately. So this is a positive aspect. So I think tele-working is a good modality if alternated with work at the office. (Donatella)

Besides the period of critical health, disability may also present problems that affect the presence of the worker in the workplace. Even in these cases, interventions that find an answer to the disability must be conceived to facilitate a mutual agreement between the disabled women and the employer.

I need a quantity of rest otherwise I’m exhausted; I just can’t make it physically. (Barbara)

Even within the shop we were asked to be quick and many times I just couldn’t…a combination between inexperience and the days in which I feel weary so I just can be rushed. I realised this on my own and it gets me frustrated, I feel awful. So we have times to respect to go the storehouse and take the goods out, a series of things that require quickness of motion, so something calmer would make me feel less disabled. (Barbara)

In the situations we have just examined, a part-time or flexible work schedule seems to be the most adequate instrument that may be employed even in the case of difficulties due to the need of the disabled women to conciliate the double presence. Besides this, if the difficulties related to the disability and the female gender are temporary, another excellent strategy may be the application of a reversible part-time that may be transformed in full-time once the critical moment has passed.

I don’t’ know, I work part-time even if I should work full-time but I realize that even a part-time schedule tires me out even if what I’m doing now isn’t that hard on me…it tires me out but not excessively. So I just can’t think of working full time and taking care of the house and everything else on my own, I just wouldn’t be able to face it physically. (Barbara)

The perception of gender difference

The survey has focused its attention on the perception that the women interviewed have of the difference of gender between disabled men and women within the labour market. What clearly emerges is that there is not a particular perception of the double discrimination that disabled women undergo when they look for a job or try to remain within the labour market. As a matter of a fact, most of the women interviewed claim that the discriminating element is not gender but focused on the type of disability and the level of autonomy. In the opinion of disabled women, the main element that the employer focuses his attention on is the person’s productivity and the yield compared to normal workers.

The greatest difficulties I’ve encountered were related to my disability. (…) I don’t know, but in my short experience the problem does not depend on gender but mainly on the disability. The biggest obstacles are often concentrated on the level of disability that affects the person, so the solutions must be different. The episodes related to gender discriminations are not that evident. (…) The most apparent impact is represented by disability and it’s your disability that affects the decisions of the employer. (Donatella)

In my opinion, the first thing that the employer sees is your disability. It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or women; the employer considers the degree of your disability more than you’re being a man or a woman. The level of autonomy is what he is interested in, what you can do and what you can’t do. (Manuela)

Donatella’s experience confirms the idea that disability prevails on gender, she describes the experience of a friend that went back to work after an accident that left her disabled, she underlines how the passage from being normal to diversely able changes the relational dynamics of the people around you especially with colleagues that do not recognize you as one of them. As a consequence, the relations with colleagues grow cold and in the long run may be a problem for the working environment.

(Question: Talking with other women with your same disability, did they ever mention some type of discrimination at the workplace?) Mainly to women that weren’t disabled and became so, going back to work as disabled creates problems because your colleagues do not recognize the colleague as the person they were relating to before, not knowing how to react, etc. (…) There were easier relations with colleagues before the event that caused the disability, both men and women colleagues did not recognise the colleague as the person they were familiar with. The relations changed so did the jokes and everything else. This person perceived this variation. Maybe someone notices you’ve dyed your hair another colour or they could say ‘Oh you cut your hair’ or something like ‘what a pretty sweater’, these are the things that are normally said at work while this person claimed that even if she did so, this wasn’t noticed because everything had changed. (Donatella)

An important element emerges from the analysis of the answers related to the discriminations of being a woman. As a matter of a fact, many of those interviewed claim they have not been discriminated being that the fields in which they were occupied employed more women than men. Often they worked in fields considered as traditionally female professions, or in de-qualified occupations like cleaning jobs. This hypothesis is supported by the data of a recent survey carried out by IRES Fvg, within the Si Lavoro
 project, with a specimen of 500 businesses located in Friuli Venezia Giulia. This survey highlights the fact that on the employment of 828 disabled women, 74% work in the tertiary field and three-quarters in the cleaning field, whereas on the employment of 1.829 disabled men, 51% worked in industry.

In the case of Federica, the discrimination due to gender and her disability was evident; doing heavy jobs like cleaning was all she was offered and was also hard for her to do. The gender factor is closely related to the level of education possessed by the disabled woman: the lower it is, the more the women’s risk of being caught in segregated fields and not finding a job that may be adequate to her disability grows.

I always searched for cleaning jobs, I don’t know if they would have hired a man. (…) The jobs they proposed were always too heavy fro me. The only jobs available were cleaning and nothing else other than that but with my disability I couldn’t. (…) Even the temporary work agencies just offered cleaning jobs. (Federica)

There isn’t any discrimination, it’s the contrary, and women occupy a percentage of 95%. (Sara)

It depends on the workplace. Meaning that if you look for a job in company that manoeuvres cranes where men are prevalent, the choice is oriented towards men. But in my experience I did not perceive this, maybe because there is a balanced ratio of men and women workers or it could be due to the prevalent presence of women in the workplace I belong to. (Donatella)

In the case of women that have become disabled during the course of their life, the decisions taken prior to the disability related to belonging to the female gender are increasingly penalising. Let’s consider the decision to stay home to take care of their children and family, the interruption of their schooling and the lack of vocational training along with the scarce qualified working experiences summed together and force women in low profile occupational perspectives.

I didn’t go to work until my son was three because I wanted to stay home. Then I started looking for a job in the evening when my husband was home so he could look after the child and I could go to work. So I did cleaning jobs. I kept this job for almost three years then my son started going to school and had some problems so I decided to take a break from work and stay home again. Once the problem the child had at school was solved, I worked in a canteen and in catering services in a business in my town. Then I was contacted by a temporary work service (…) as the manager of the cleaning service of a cooperative (…). I had this kind of experience, but there was a problem because I had been hired to do office work and I accepted the job to coordinate everything but, at the end, I wound up doing office work and replacing people when they didn’t show up. So I used to work 12 to 13 hours a day. It was stressful both mentally and physically; the load of work was huge so that’s when it all exploded. (Barbara)

In the attempt of an in-depth analysis of the differences of gender, the women with minors that were interviewed focused attention on the difficulties related to the double presence, while those without children have hypothesised the discrimination of disabled women who may become mothers in the future. From the words of those interviewed, it is clear that many still judge disability as being ‘different’ while the questions related to gender may be defined as ‘normal’. As occurs for normal women, the categorization of roles between partners is unbalanced in the favour of men.

I think that the situation of separated women with a child represents a difference of gender. I am also certain that being a mother helped me in the conciliation of the two aspects. (…) Between a man and a woman …the women is more penalized because she has to face a series of situations like her family, child and house. I notice that men just have to worry about going to work and not mush else if he isn’t single and has to take care of himself. (…) I think that men have it easier from that point of view. (Barbara)

I think that a disabled person looking for a job is already marked by an x, even worse if were talking about a women …the employer will surely think ‘she’s going to have a family one of these days, she’ll be more absorbed by her family than her job, after having given her training, she’ll give everything up’…these are the problems, so you’re dealing with employers that already have doubts on what you can offer. (Elisa)

Qualitative analysis carries out in Germany. 

In this chapter we are going to analyse the qualitative interviews carried out in Germany for six disabled women, of which four have sensorial disabilities – two are blind and two visually impaired – and another two with mental disturbances.

The education and vocational training path.  

The insertion process in the job market can be particularly difficult for disabled women and is influenced by a number of factors.  In particular the level of school education and the type of professional training followed can be a determining factor in facilitating or not the entrance and permanence in a company. All of the women interviewed possess a professional qualification or certification of studies although gained through a brief period of education. This characteristic, which emerged at least in part from the interviews with disabled people in the other Countries involved in the research project, is particularly important as it indicates that the disabled tend to choose study paths which allow them to go into the job market as soon as possible even if low profile. 

(I have chosen that course for hairdresser) in order to get a work again. (Tanja)

As emerges on reading, the “bottle neck” which blocks the entrance of disabled women into the job market also comes from the low level of education and professional training possessed. Moreover, “if the presence of the disabled in the world of work is low, there is reason to believe that the participation in educational courses is decisively scarce due to the specific difficulties and barriers that disabled women come up against. This scarce participation in professional training paths can be due to a number of factors, among which are insufficient motivation from the women and a lack of incentives aimed at facilitating making services available and through attendance of these courses” (European platform for rehabilitation, 2002).

As emerges from the research Participation of women in vocational rehabilitation programmes carried out by the European platform for rehabilitation (2002), there is a large variety of continuous training courses in Germany, however there are some aspects which constitute a disadvantage for women. One similar aspect to the one observed in Friuli Venezia Giulia concerns the fact that a lot of training courses are exclusively full time. This penalises the women who have to look after their children and who receive no support for their child care. For this reason such courses register a low number of women participants, most of whom are very young and do not have families. These situations become more and more complex when the course site is a long way from where the disabled person lives and who therefore finds themselves with less time to take care of household jobs and their family. 

Another aspect is the economic one. In fact, if there is no income relating to course attendance or if it is too low, the disabled person, in particular if they are single mothers, prefer to find low profile work that is badly paid but allows them to have an economic return over the short term period, rather than investing their time in a training course which can qualify them in the long run. 

Based on what has just been taken into consideration, it emerges that the creation of training courses for disabled women is insufficient if not accompanied by adequate services – child care, transport, accompaniment – as well as individual paths aimed at the growth of their self – confidence and their motivation to participate in such training courses in order to improve their quality of life.  

Not only, in fact is it necessary that these training courses are carried out following certain family friendly criteria – suitable times for the family, part-time courses instead of full time ones, educational programmes at a distance to be carried out in the home – which are able to meet the needs of disabled women with small children to care for. 

Statements from some women who have followed training courses aimed at facilitating their entrance into the job market emerge from the interviews. For these interviewees, disability seems to represent a huge obstacle to the maintaining of their jobs, enough to make them decide to attend a training course aimed at giving them new skills in order to carry out jobs considered suitable for the limits that their condition imposes on them. It is in fact important not only to put into practise training paths aimed at those who possess low professional qualifications, but also for those people who need to rethink their professional life – mostly we are talking about women who have become disabled during their life and who already possess a number of different professional experiences – and therefore, to convert their skills and knowledge into a new profession which is better adapted to the conditions imposed by their disability. In some cases professional training happens in the environment of special schools, specifically for people with disabilities. In other cases there are paths which educate professional figures which are different from those covered by the interviewees before their disability. The fact that we generally talk about training paths which are generally aimed at creating professional figures traditionally considered as feminine is particularly noteworthy, the office worker, the secretary or the educator for example. Therefore, it is possible that stereotypes, often the foundations of occupational segregation in certain sectors, risk reproducing themselves in the training environment aimed at disabled women. 

My first education was as a shop assistant. That’s my favoured job. Because of worsening of eyesight I couldn’t stay in this job anymore. That’s why I attended a secondary education as an office clerk. That is a special education for the visually impaired. Now I’m doing a further qualification as a medical typist, also a special education for the visually impaired. (Margrit)

In the office field I have bad chances, but now I also would a training as a educator. (…) I’m satisfied (…), it changed my life positively. (Elke)

Network of personal relations and level of autonomy.

Now we are going to analyse the role of the network of personal relations which the interviewees are part of, the make up of the informal network and the participation in the world of associationism, in particular to the network dedicated to disability.

Starting from the latter, nearly all of the interviewees state that they have never been part of any association in particular, with the exception of Frida – blind – who is registered with the Association of the blind and visually impaired. 

The main subjects which are identified by the disabled as being part of their own network of personal relations are the members of their family of origin, as well as the people they live with at the moment of the disclosure. Even though many of the interviewees state that they have no need of support, as they are self sufficient,  as soon as they find themselves in need it is the family which is their main reference point, both concerning the economic aspect as well as daily assistance. According to Tanja, both the economic support as well as support on the health front is offered by the people who are closest, like the origin family for example. Eva, with her family, states that she receives help from friends and institutions, too.

 (Question: Who supplies the help assistance that you need?) Family of origin and the closest persons who live with me give me economic help and sanitary assistance. The closest persons who live with me give me a support for daily personal assistance. (Tanja)

Help by friends, family and the educational institution, individual help depending on the case. (Eva)

Regardless of the importance that these networks of personal relations have for the interviewees, it has emerged that they have not been at all influenced in their choice to look for work. In the professional environment, therefore, the willingness and determination of the women appear to be the essential elements, as the decisive answers from Hanna and Frida demonstrate

It’s my own decision. (Hanna)

It’s my own decision to work, because there is an existential need. (Frida)

As we have mentioned, most of the interviewees believe themselves autonomous in the carrying out of their daily activities, from taking care of themselves and to taking care of the house and family. In some cases the statements show that they seem to take for granted their self sufficiency as their capability of living independently was obtained in infancy. In other cases, the disabled people tend to underline their “normality”, stating that their condition does not present any “different” or “special” aspects compared to those of regular people. Moreover, evidencing their autonomy seems to be more important for women who have a partner and one or more children, as in these cases, as has emerged from the interviews with the interviews with the Slovenian disabled women, not only is their daily routine managed autonomously, but also the activities which are traditionally female and which are connected to taking care of the members of the family. Hanna and Margrit are examples. In their interviews they stress the fact that they deal with daily activities autonomously.

I live autonomously. I don’t need a daily assistance. I manage the household by myself. I get a little assistance by my husband, but he is blind as well, so we both help each other. (…) I don’t get any extra economic help besides unemployment benefit. (…) When I was a child I have been taught all necessary things to live autonomously, like daily living skills and mobility. (Hanna)

My personal life doesn’t differ from the average. There is nothing special. I don’t need any special help. (…) I don’t need any assistance. (Margrit)

Regardless of the desire to state their autonomy, the aspect which creates the most limitations emerges from the interviews, is that of mobility and transport. In fact, in the cases in which the disabled person cannot use public transport, they request support and accompaniment from their friends and family. However, this appears to be a restriction to their autonomy and ability to get around which could of course be tackled through services designed strictly for the needs of the disabled. 

I go by public transport. Only in some few cases my daughter and friends pick me up by car. (Hanna)

The only thing is that I can’t drive a car. That means a restricted mobility to me. (Margrit)

The working dimension

Let’s take the professional sphere of the interviewees into consideration now. Let’s try to focus our attention on the aspects linked to the disabled condition and on belonging to the female gender. We aimed to place more attention on the critical points which emerged from the searching for a job and maintaining an occupation, as well as the motivations which push the disabled to work. 

On treating this aspect concerning the search for work, the difficulty in recognising not just the fact that they are feminine but that they are also disabled emerges. In fact, in some cases the disabled women identify as the cause of their failure to find work reasons concerning the job market and the economic situation in their Country, motivations which are decidedly more generic and widespread.

Focusing our attention on problems concerning everyone, not only the people who are in their conditions, that of the interviewees, if on the one hand they put themselves on the same working level as normally abled workers, satisfying that necessity for “normality” that we also came across in the interviews with women from other Countries, on the other hand they seem to be unaware of the double discrimination to which they may be subject. 

It’s getting more difficult to find a job, that is related to the economical situation in Germany. (Eva)

I lost my job because of job slashes. (…) Some employers would like to hire her, but the employers don’t have vacancies, neither money for additional staff. (Hanna)

Even when there have been cases of discrimination the interviewees state that they are not very relevant situations, like in the case of Hanna who seems to not consider the seriousness of such episodes. 

There have been some minor cases of discrimination because of my blindness. (…) From my point of view these cases haven’t been something special, that is the way people are. (Hanna)

The disability emerges as a discriminating element above all when the interviewees are asked to explain if, according to their experience, belonging to the female gender is a problem. Such hypotheses are denied, highlighting the disability factor as the main obstacle in the search for a job. According to the opinions of the interviewees, being a woman is not a penalising factor as employers take into consideration the limits that the disability implies. 

There hasn’t ever been any kind of discrimination. (…) To get a job doesn’t depend on being male or female, the main obstacle is the impairment. (Eva)

Loss of the job in 2004, because of the blindness, didn’t depend on being a woman. (…) Being a woman doesn’t mean a barrier, but being blind does. (Frida)

Moreover, in this case too, as for the statements of the Slovenian and Italian women, the search for a job is usually through companies which offer typically female roles, so the first impression produced by the candidate is not that of being discriminated against compared to male candidates. The segregation in certain professional environments is not seen in a negative light, but the opposite, it appears to be an element in their favour. 

 (Question: While seeking and carrying out a job, do you think that you have had the same opportunities and prospects as a disabled man?) Yes. All jobs, shop assistant, office clerk and medical typist are typical jobs for women. (…) In case it’s a typical one for women, like shop assistant, there aren’t any obstacles. (Margrit)

Another aspect that emerged from the interviews concerns the skills possessed by the disabled and those expected by the company. In fact, as Hanna underlines, companies usually demand that disabled people show greater professional skills than able bodied ones, testing them continuously to check their preparation. 

One might think that this mechanism is put into practice due to stereotypes which characterise disabled women in today’s society and which lead to a fall in the expectations that a company may have for them. If the disabled women is aware that the employer does not expect her to have the same skills as an able bodied worker, it appears to the same disabled person necessary to demonstrate the opposite or, better  still, demonstrate that the are able to bring even greater value.

Impaired people in general (men and women) need to have excellent skills, even better skills than people who are not impaired and they need a big self-confidence. (Hanna)

Participation in paths aimed at reinforcing self confidence, therefore, appears to be a fundamental step for those who wish to find a job. On analysing this mechanism of “testing” and expectations that we have just touched on, it is important to show the fact that we are talking about the same mechanism which in some cases characterises the insertion of able bodied women in roles and sectors which are traditionally male dominated. In fact, as underlined by Gherardi S. and Poggio B. (2003) women who go into work environments or roles which are traditionally masculine become “token subjects, or that is those who, thanks to their diversity from the dominating group, appear more immediately visible”. These subjects, therefore, feel that they have to “demonstrate to be up to the job”, not only to reduce the distance and the difference from the group itself, but also because they perceive that they are always being tested and put on the spot. “A test concerning not only their ability linked to their specific task, but also their personal identity and gender”. 

We are looking at a mechanism which is at the foundations of all of the integration processes in the working environment and which sees both gender and disability involved in a similar fashion as elements which are different from the dominating group, made up of, depending on the case, men or able bodied people.

Going on with the investigation relative to the search for work phase, it emerges that some disabled people become aware of the necessity to update one’s own professional skills in order to facilitate entry into the job market. The role professional training has when looking for a job, partly analysed before, is once again highlighted. In particular for women who possess a low level of education or who need to readapt their skills to different tasks compared to those previously carried out before becoming disabled, the training paths become a precious tool for occupational integration.
.

I have been unemployed for 9 years. Afterwards I started a further education. Meanwhile I finished the education as an office clerk and I’m actually doing a qualification as medical typist. (…) I have always been autonomous, I want to find a new job as a medical typist, after finishing the current education as a medical typist I will apply all over Germany to find a new job. (Margrit)

After loosing my job, I stayed at home and took care of my children. Meanwhile my daughters grew up and I wanted to work again. I decided to get qualified in computer skills to have better chances for job integration. That’s why I started a further training as a typist. (Hanna)

The interviewees seem to be highly motivated to enter into the job market. Among the motivations which push them to look for a job is in particular that of having recognition of their role in society and the wish to be independent from an economical point of view. They are reasons which are tightly intertwined as the possibility of having a wage implies the fact of not having to ask for State benefit and support and so they do not weigh on the community. 

Desire to have social recognition and wish to earn money. (Frida)

Desire to be independent, to have a social recognition and wish to earn money. (Margrit)

The work, moreover, seems to take on further meaning for some of the interviewees. It does not concern simply the aspect relative to autonomy. In fact, it is that work is considered as a source of well- being, as an essential factor to achieve a more elevated level of quality of life. 

 (Question: Which of your desires cannot be fulfilled without having a job?) Holiday trips, children’s desires, quality of life. (Margrit)

All wishes that need money, like holidays, renovation of my house. (Hanna)

My child’s needs and wishes, a bigger flat. (Elke)

Regardless of the deep-seated reasons which push women to find a job and even for those who have managed to fulfil this aim, the difficulties do not end with occupational insertion. In fact, a series of factors come into play, not only linked to disability, but also to gender, which can obstacle keeping the job itself. 

One initial difficulty revealed by the interviewees is in their relations with work colleagues and with their bosses. In fact, scarce acceptance of the disabled worker in the company by these individuals can cause serious tension and internal conflict It is for this reason that it would be necessary that, not only the managers, but all of the personnel operating in the company be sensitised on the problems to do with disability and on the aims of the placement before it is carried out.

Poor acceptance by work-mates, managers and emotional pressure. (Elke)

Another aspect of particular relevance is strictly linked to belonging to the female gender. In fact, these are the difficulties revealed by the disabled on facing the compromise concerning managing time for work and everyday life. Above all, the presence of small children seems to be the biggest obstacle that women have to face, in particular because taking care of children seems to be strictly the woman’s role. From Elke’s statement, for example, the inexistence of an equal subdivision of family responsibilities between the partners emerges as the parenting is nearly totally carried out by the mother who, sometimes finds it difficult to find a compromise for work and home time. This is a problem which has not yet been resolved and is inherent to “parenthood” and the sharing of responsibilities which are not exclusively single or individual, but see the whole of society and companies involved.

Moreover, managing work and home time is also obstacled by the scarcity of child care services for very young children and by the rigidity of the hours of those which already exist and which often overlap with working hours. These aspects are even worse when the public transport system is inadequate, not allowing the woman to accept employment if it is excessively distant from the house and, like in Tanja’s case, does not have a driving license. 

Opening hours of the kindergarten, I spent much time with my daughter alone, because my husband is baker and sleeps during the day. (…) Diseases and age of my child (are the problems). (Elke)

I have a small child and no driving licence. (Tanja)

From these statements it has emerged that life and work timetabling cannot be considered without taking the city’s services and in particular the services for the family into consideration. As Zajczyk F. (2000) underlines, “the time for work is one of the most inflexible aspects that women must take into consideration when organising their activities and engagements during the day. In this sense working time can be considered obligatory time including all of the activities of which structure and duration leave no possibility for the individual to personally decide execution times”. 

On the other hand the woman, as we have seen, must also manage time, less rigid, but equally burdensome, to look after the family and children. If time is a determining factor for able bodied women, it is even more so for disabled women. It is necessary, therefore, that the support services for working women pay particular attention to the problems linked to disability, and at the same time, that support projects for occupational insertion for disabled people pay more attention to the gender approach.

Qualitative analyses carried out in Slovenia

This part of the research is dedicated to the analysis of the qualitative interviews carried out in Slovenia on six disabled women, of whom two have physical disabilities, two sensorial and the other two have slight mental illnesses. 

The education and vocational training path

Also in this case the analysis set off from the study and education paths of the interviewees in order to understand how scholastic choices on the one hand have been influenced by the disability and belonging to the female gender and on the other hand, have been an element which can subsequently facilitate or on the contrary obstacle insertion into the job market for disabled women. 

The choice of studies

It emerged from the interviews that some aspects are common to the Italian research carried out and others seem to characterise the Slovenian context. Taking into consideration the common aspects, we can observe that these do not concern only disability, but also belonging to a gender.  Considering above all this last aspect, in some cases professional roles for which scholastic studies prepare you are typically feminine, mirroring women’s tendency to attend courses of a humanistic nature or are aimed at educating people for office roles. Such “gender” choices are often suggested by parents, while in other cases they are indirectly influenced by some figures –in particular that of the mother – who from infancy represent a model to follow

I wanted to be an office worker. My mom worked at the office too, and when I was little my mom used to take me to the office and everything was so neat. We could say I wanted to follow my mother’s footsteps. (Katja)

Gender becomes a determining factor also in the choice of attending long or short term studies and above all, in proceeding with scholastic studies or interrupting them before having finished 
. Some events which are part of the circle of women’s life, in particular motherhood, can determine school abandonment definitively. This choice in particular cases is made when the services in the territory are not adequate, child care services for infancy or a lack of a family network able to give informal support to the new mother. 

The obligatory choice to interrupt studies is a factor which does not allow a woman to acquire a level of education which permits her to go into professions which foresee a salary adequate for her needs. 

I enrolled into the first year of College for catering and tourism and I was successful with my studies. But then I got pregnant at 20 and had my first child, my daughter. I couldn’t get any help and no one could to take care of my daughter, because there were no nurseries in that part of Slovenia yet at that time, so I had to quit my studies, although this was very hard decision to make. (…) I’m sometimes still sorry for not finishing college, because I’d have a better job and higher salary, but I have to accept that. (Irena)

If on the one hand the “educational segregation” can bring about a subsequent “occupational segregation” for women, due to attendance in studies which create skills which are not particularly requested by the present day job market, on the other hand low levels of education mean risking unemployment or only finding low profile and badly paid jobs. 
.

Taking into consideration the disability, it has emerged that this aspect influences the choice of studies and in particular their duration. In fact, some of the interviewees stated that they chose short term studies which allowed them to go into the job market as soon as possible, convinced that their disability would not allow them to follow scholastic paths – and therefore occupational ones – too ambitious. A conviction often created based on advice given to them by teachers, educators or by the doctors of the disabled people, retained as not being suitable for the carrying out of the same activities as able bodied people. This is the case for Eva and Diana who suffer from slight mental illnesses and Tanja, visually impaired from birth. 

I didn’t really want to be a shoemaker. I had different ambitions but I didn’t have the self assurance to realize them. (…) I went to work as soon as possible to earn some money. (Eva)

I’d like to go to school but they say that I’d have to study a lot and that I’m not good at that. (Diana)

They (doctors) told me that I didn’t have to go to primary education classes anymore, because physical strain could worsen my vision even further. (…) The teacher who was in charge of our class and the career advisor thought that I should go to vocational training and get a job as far as possible. They felt that I should complete a three-year vocational training for salesperson. (Tanja)

Regardless of the opinion of the teachers, in some cases, the sensorial disability does not make for a barrier to gain higher education qualifications. Tanja in fact, managed to graduate. 

I found that I’ll get job much easier if I get good education. High school simply wasn’t enough. One of the reasons to study social work was also that I wanted to live a normal and fruitful life as much as possible, although I am who I am, a disabled person. (Tanja)

It is probably based on conventions which have from the interviews, due to both the prevalent culture in the context considered and the welfare system dedicated to disabled people, that many of the interviewees were placed, instead of in state schools, in special schools for students with disabilities. It has emerged that when facing disability many of the specialists consulted by the families of the interviewees suggested alternative scholastic paths and not those followed by abled bodied students. In the case of Marta, who from being a baby has suffered from hearing problems, the advice to enrol in a special school was not wholly accepted by the family, in particular the mother who was opposed to the advice given by the psychologists. As emerges from the literature (EUMAP, 2005), regardless of the fact that there is greater attention paid  to the scholastic integration of disabled children, there still tends to be opposition to this process, indicating special schools as the best solution. This critical point has also emerged from Marta’s testimony. She was obliged to change schools as in the previous one there were not teachers adequately prepared to teach a child with a disability similar to hers.

Psychologists told my mother that I’d have to go to a special school, because I wouldn’t be able to follow the courses in the “regular” one. They also said that they couldn’t measure my intelligence yet. My mother was shocked. She told them that I had made tremendous progress in just one year, because that was when I learned to speak, recognize words and all other things that takes years for a healthy child to master. At first they wouldn’t even listen to her but she finally managed to persuade them, because I could’ve still changed schools if necessary. When I took that test again the following year, my mark was above average. I’m really thankful to my mother, because she made it possible for me to attend the regular elementary school. I had to attend an affiliate school, because teachers in other schools didn’t have the professional education to teach a child with the disability that I have. It turned out that I wasn’t as stupid as everybody thought I was. (Marta)

Moreover, the suggestion to enrol in a special school was seen in a particularly negative light, as instead of assigning an importance to Marta’s abilities, her intellectual capabilities were questioned. 

I went to the psychologist (…) I told him that I was a good student and that I needed help only occasionally if I don’t understand certain words. He said that I should go to a special institution where people like me belong and that I should adapt to others and not vice versa. (Marta)
It appears even more difficult for the situations concerning people with a mental disability, as for example Diana who was placed in an institution in which she has lived her whole life and which, in her view, has not given her the possibility to receive the education that she would have wished for. This aspect is confirmed by research carried out by EUMAP
, in which it underlines how the integration process for children in Slovenia with mental disabilities in state schools or in alternative centres to the residential ones is still at the initial stages. In fact, regardless that the Constitution recognises the universal right to education and the “Placement Act” which came into force in 2003 has opened the schools gates to children with mental disabilities, most of them are still excluded, as by law only children with borderline disabilities can be placed in a school, while children with moderate disabilities, severe or profound disabilities can only attend special schools”.
  This means that the diagnostics for the level of mental disabilities determines the type of educational programme and the scholastic structure in which the child will be placed. In this way educational segregation  to which these children are destined in the future will inevitably provoke segregation in other environments, in particular that of work, determining their isolation from society. Moreover, considering that women and men are traditionally assigned different roles, in that the former have the function of looking after the house and the family, while the latter must find a job and economically support the family, it is probable that one initial disadvantage which is the same for both genders on reaching adulthood, becomes much more serious for the women who risk seeing the possibility to live an independent life denied to them. (Beleza M. L., 2003).

I’m not satisfied because I have no education at all. I have no education at all. (…) I still remember that they bought me a new schoolbag and a new pencil case, but they didn’t tell me that they’d leave me at the new school. It wasn’t a regular school but a boarding school, and since then I don’t live at home anymore. (…) They didn’t know what to do with us, so they sent us to an institution. And when you’re put into an institution, you can’t get out anymore. I’ll live here for the rest of my life. (Diana)

The vocational training

Subsequently to the scholastic period, vocational training courses represent a very useful tool to facilitate entrance into the labour market, in particular for disabled women who have not received a medium-high level of education. 

From the interviews it has emerged that there are some problems which concern women with mental disabilities in particular. They are not considered “low level” and cannot be registered in placement offices as people “looking for work”. Not only, the people who have been given “invalid” status cannot actively participate in the education programmes foreseen by the “Vocational Rehabilitation Act” which cane into force in 2004, as they are automatically identified as incapable of carrying out a paid job.  These disabled people only have the right to carry out protected work, in certain conditions which do not foresee a retribution, but only the assignment of an award (EUMAP, 2005).

These aspects reveal themselves through specific words from Diana which, being classified in the  moderate level of disability and therefore “invalid status”, states that she has never attended any educational course internally in the institute in which she was placed and that she is employed on a sheltered workshop.

The teacher at the new school also told me that I didn’t know math very well enough so I soon started to work at the workshop. Then they moved me to a sheltered workshop, where I’ve been working for eight years now. (Diana)

Not only, again from Diana’s statements, it has emerged that women in some cases are penalised further as their participation is not foreseen by the training courses carried out because they are aimed exclusively at men. It has been revealed that in this case there is double discrimination for women with mental disabilities, thanks to on the one hand belonging to the disabled group and on the other belonging to the female gender. 

They didn’t teach us at the institution how to use computers, but now a man comes and teaches boys how to get on the Internet. And then they watch whatever they want. (…) There is no course for girls yet and I can’t learn about computers. (Diana)

Other difficulties which came up during the interviews were for the frequency of training courses relative to the state of health connected to the person’s disability.

A few years ago I had an opportunity to attend a course in Spanish, which I did for a while, but then I had to stop because it put too much strain on me (Tanja)

So, particularly women with family responsibilities. The fact that the frequency of the course can be stressful must not be underestimated as it means that the woman must be able to organise her activities and their timetabling as well as bearing the physical strain which is involved with dual presence. Therefore, if support services for the disabled who wish to do a training course are not activated, it is very likely that the educational activity is destined to fail. These are services which should be calibrated to the specific needs of each disabled person, from child care of the children, to cleaning the house, to transport. 

Some incentives could be put into action by the actual companies in which the disabled people work. For example, Irena, employed as a production worker in a big factory, has decided not to attend an IT course as it is not useful to her job. This is a problem which highlights a more complex question – ways of managing human resources, considered not only as a cost, but as resources to value in order to improve the well being and productivity of the company. A type of human resources management aimed therefore at diversity management, in particular for those employees who, like women or disabled people, have particular needs yet at the same time unexpressed potentiality.

I had an opportunity to attend computer courses, because I only know the basics, but in the end I decided not to attend. Of course I’d like to learn, but it’s hard for me because my generation didn’t have computers at school and the work that I do doesn’t require me to have any extra knowledge about computers, because I work in production and we use a custom-made application. (Irena)

Finally, one last element to consider regarding vocational education and its orientation. From the interviews it has emerged that the women who possess greater awareness of the type of training to follow in order to improve their skills are the ones who have a higher level of education. On the other hand, the ones who need support to understand which are the skills and abilities to strengthen are the women who have lower level qualifications. Tanja and Marta both  have university degrees and seem to know their limits in the IT area and the advantages which could come from studying this subject for their work. 

The insufficient knowledge of some of the software is a consequence of my lack of interest. (…) I probably won’t learn much more that I know about computers until I need that knowledge for my work. (Tanja)

I think that I’ve learned all that I need. Maybe I’d need an advanced course in Excel or mathematical software, because I could use that knowledge at work. (Marta)

Network of personal relationships

In this chapter we are going to consider the network of personal relations of the women interviewed. In particular, we are going to analyse who plays the most important part in supporting the disabled women in the various environments in which they need external support. First and foremost, the network of informal relations will be taken into consideration, made up of family, and friends, while secondly any participation in one or more associations specific to helping disabled people will be taken into consideration.

Network of informal relationships

For the interviews carried out in Italy, the interviewees consider that there are two main subjects. Above all for cases where the disabled person lives with the origin family, they have a fundamental role. Internally the person considered by everyone as having given the most support is the mother, towards whom many of the interviewees feel immense gratitude and show recognition for the psychological support given and for the sacrifices made for them. The mother, and also the father and any brothers or sisters, remain as a point of constant reference even in moments when the disabled woman creates her own family nucleus. In this case the partner becomes the main person supporting the women when they need support. Nevertheless, the origin family remains a certainty on which they can count should the support of the husband/partner not be sufficient.

My family, who have done so much for me, takes the first place, of course. I’m very close to may mother (who) has helped me to become an independent woman who can live on her own. (…) Of course, my father has also always been at my side. (…) My sisters are a great support to me as well. (Marta)

My husband is the one who gives me most emotional support. My immediate family and friend come close second. (Tanja)

Mostly my parents and close relatives (…), my boyfriend, his brother’s wife. (Katja)

The relationship with the mother represents a central point for the disabled daughters both in a positive and a negative sense. For example, in the case of Eva, the relationship with her mother seems to be rather conflictual, enough so to merit external psychological support.  

We used to go to psychotherapy together, so that she started to think about it and that she accepted me for who I am. Before that she used to say that I was abnormal (…). We are working on our relationship now. (Eva)

In the case of disabled women who have lived from a young age in an institute, the origin family completely loses its importance and is substituted by the relationships created in the environment of the institution itself or in the sheltered workshops in which they are placed. 

I live in an institution right now, but I’m moving to a living community in autumn and I’m very happy because of that. (…) I spend most of my time with my boyfriend. But unfortunately, we can’t have our own room at the institution, so I’m very happy because we’re moving in fall. (…) I don’t know my relatives at all and all my friends work at the sheltered workshop. (Diana)

Over the course of the interviews, the women were asked who the main subjects are who offer support each time economical, assistance, psychological and transport problems arise and which the disabled women are not able to deal with by themselves. 

As far as the economical aspect is concerned, it comes out that the ones who work and, therefore have their own income available do not need to ask for this type of help from others. This aspect is extremely important, as it allows the women to feel independent, even though they are aware that they can count on their family should it be necessary. 

I have my own salary (…). If I didn’t have a job my family would’ve helped me, but currently I don’t need their help. (Tanja)

Now that I’m employed I have my own money and almost never need anyone’s help in this respect. If I needed help I could always rely on my family. (Marta)

The interviewees who, on the other hand, are not employed receive economic support from their families or, as in the case of Diana who lives in an institute, from the State. 

The institution provides with everything that I need. The state gives us money so that we can live here. Well, now the state also paid for the house we’re going to live in. (Diana)

When personal assistance is necessary this is provided by the people who make up the network of close relations, like the mother, the partner or children. Even psychological support is looked for from the people who are part of the family or the network of friends. In some cases other subjects intervene, in particular these are people who for their role, like that of the doctor, are able to do so, in other cases these are women who experience disabled situations which are similar and with whom it is possible to exchange opinions and share problems. 

My husband is the one who gives me most emotional support. My immediate family and friend come close second. (Tanja)

My doctor encourages me and gives me hope (…). I talk at our meetings (in association), we share our problems and offer solutions to each other. (Irena)

As far as transport is concerned, most of the women state that they are autonomous, except in some cases, where they need to be accompanied by someone. In this case, too it is the family which helps.

I’d need personal assistance if I didn’t live with my husband. Sometimes I need an assistant at work to drive me wherever I need to go, because I don’t have driver’s license. (Tanja)

I can get there (to a shop, bank, post office, etc.) by myself, because I have my own car, but when the pain in the hands, joints and muscles is too much to bear, I get a lift from my husband, the daughters or from a friend who lives nearby. (Irena)

I have a driver’s licence and usually don’t need any help. If I do need it I ask my family. (Marta)

The public operator then, does not seem to take on any relevance for the interviewees, except for the case in which, like Diana, they live in a structure dedicated to people with mental disabilities. In this case, if on the one hand the family is absent completely, on the other the institute is present in every environment of the daily life of the people they host and so these people can take advantage of a number of services although they risk never being independent. 

The institution provides everything (food, transportation, roof over our heads…). And sometimes when I’m ill my pedagogue help me to wash myself and we get along very well and I can tell her when something’s wrong. (Diana)

Involvement in public life 

After having considered the network of the interviewees’ informal relations, we are now going to analyse their participation in the world of associations which deal with disability and which are usually made up of disabled people and their families.  

From the answers given by the interviewees no indication emerges concerning any support given by associations for job seeking. Other elements are highlighted which are to do with the world of associationism, mostly connected to the function of social integration. One initial positive aspect of being a member of an association highlighted by some of the women regards the possibility of receiving vouchers in order to buy some products and medicines. 

The society provides me with support and help. It’s also useful to be able to get mobility devices and castor oil at a discount price. (…) I get discounts for spas and it’s much cheaper to go there on holiday. (Irena)

Another element which makes the participation of disabled women in an association particularly gratifying concerns the types of activities which are carried out internally. In fact, trips organised for members, the mutual help groups in which experiences are shared and the various activities which allow them to broaden their network of social relations are very important elements as they permit the women not to feel alone. As Beeza M. (2003) reveals, for disabled women being able to talk to other people who have to face similar difficulties offers them support and lifts the sense of solitude that they usually experience. 

I can talk to people who have the same disease as I do, we share tips and experience on how to lead a quality life. (…) I’ve learned that many people suffer from the same disease as me. The society provides me with support and help. (Irena)

In fact, even for the ones who state that they have never participated in the activities of an association, the desire to take part often derives from the need to be able to share their problems with other people, knowing that they are not alone when facing certain difficulties which their condition dictates. 

I didn’t know of these things before. I didn’t care much about the association or what they do. Right after the accident I wasn’t interested in these things. I thought: “Who are they to tell me what to do when they don’t know how I feel.” I felt like I was the only one with the disability. (…) Now I’m thinking about joining some associations, which could help me. (…) Something like a talk group where you can discuss your problems, get tips and do stuff together. (Katja)

Another interesting aspect which emerged from the answers concerns a specific type of activity carried out in the associations. In fact, two of the interviewees underlined their satisfaction in participating in the activities which offer support to people with different disabilities. This activity allowed the participants to feel useful, able to not only be autonomous but also to take care of someone else. This was pointed out by both Diana who was able to help people with a physical disability and to do sports that she would not be able to do otherwise and by Marta who decided, through the association to take part in supporting families with children with mental disabilities. 

All the residents of the institution are members of the XXX association, which makes sure that we have a good time. (…) People working there organize picnics, holidays in winter and summertime and so on. (…) And it’s great when physically disabled people come and then our people help them so that they can ride horses or row in boats in the river. (Diana)

I never felt the need for it. I’d probably become a member if I felt I was being discriminated against by the society, but I don’t have such problems. I’m a member of a religious group (…) and we are trying to help families with children who are mentally disabled. (…) I like to go to the meetings, because I have many friends and we share many things. We accept each other for who we are. We don’t pay attention to disabilities we just have a good time. (Marta)

In some cases, moreover, the disabled people are not simply members, but they take on a role and responsibility which are very precise, and which allow them to further integrate in the environment of the association itself, as well as society. 

I became a member of the executive board in which I function as president of the health commission. (…) I’m responsible for the money that we get from the state that we use to help our members who are socially disadvantaged. (Tanja)

From the answers inherent to the world of associations the gender aspect emerges mostly on considering the elements which can mean the creation of an obstacle for the participation of women in the various activities that are put on by the association. The main criticisms which came up were about the difficulty to balance the time to dedicate to work, to the family and looking after children and the association. In particular the family work load and looking after children, usually the woman’s job, can make up a relevant obstacle for the women’s participation in extra family and work activities. 

I don’t wish to become a member of any more boards or societies, because I have a job and a home to think of. If I were unemployed I’d become a member of more societies to fight for the rights of the disabled. (Tanja)

Even transport and distance to the association from the interviewee’s home is a barrier for participation, a problem which nevertheless goes beyond gender. 

Sometimes I go by myself, but sometimes I get a lift from my husband or from a friend of mine who is also a member of both associations. (Irena)

For this reason projects which offer services to support disabled women could be useful, an incentive for their presence in the world of associationism. 

Finally, another aspect linked to gender has emerged particularly from Tanja’s interview which when taking on the role of responsibility in the environment of the association which she is a part of and operating for the blind and those partially sighted has highlighted the problem which concerns disabled women and the limits that the association itself has in dealing with them. It concerns the violence inside the home to disabled people. Even finding these themes as subjects of this research it is however important to underline how a job network  could be useful between the various associations which deal directly or indirectly with the disabled aspect to that of woman’s employment. It would be a good idea therefore, that in the associations for the disabled there should be a space available to deal with the problems inherent to female gender, in particular offering information regarding any services existing in favour of women in difficulty in different environments, from work to the family, from discrimination to violence.

I met a fifty year-old lady who has suddenly gone blind. She lives with her husband. She has two children who are studying at the university and rarely come home. Once I took her to the doctor because her husband didn’t have time and I offered to go there with her on foot. She told me that her husband hates her ever since she went blind. Supposedly, he doesn’t like her and is ashamed of her because of her disability. She also complained about falling over a lot. I concluded that her husband must be beating her. When I confronted her, she denied but there were tears in her eyes. I felt terrible but although I have function at the society, I can’t help the lady because she is the one who should’ve gone to the police and tell them about her problem. (Tanja)

Disability and autonomy

Disability often represents an obstacle for disabled women for their autonomy in carrying out activities which make up every day life. From the interviews we have tried to understand what the limits are that disabled people have to deal with and which activities and areas make them feel more autonomous.  

Evaluation of autonomy

From the interviews is it possible to understand how important it is that the interviewees have the necessary autonomy to carry out daily activities without necessarily needing support from another person. In fact, all of the interviewees underline first and foremost the activities in which they have reached a good level of autonomy, as well as the ability to get over the limits imposed by their disability. Only subsequently do they describe the activities in which they feel less autonomous and in which they need external support. 

I can say that I’m almost completely independent. I’m lucky enough that I have no physical disabilities and can do everything that I set out to do. Sometimes I have problems watching TV, for example. I cannot make out what news correspondents are saying. (…) Sometimes I need help in school when I cannot restrain my pupils when they all try to speak at once, because I can’t hear them. If they don’t listen to me, I’m forced to go ask the headmaster or the social worker to help me. But this happens seldom. (Marta)

I can do housework and take care of my family and sometimes I baby-sit my grandson. I can do a lot of work around the house and inside it (…) I can mostly take care of myself, but sometimes my family has to help me with personal hygiene, such as washing my hair and partly with putting on my clothes. (Irena) 

I’d asses my degree of autonomy in places that I know (mostly my home town) with nine, because I can do almost everything by myself. I didn’t give it a ten, because my husband has to help with one task, shopping for the food. (Tanja)

From the interviews it emerges that the possibility to carry out housework and to take care of the family is very important. This aspect can be perceived through a gender lens, in fact, for women we cannot simply talk about carrying out the daily activities autonomously, but also those of the people who are closest to them, like their partners and children. Taking care of their family is traditionally a female activity, so to be able to carry out such tasks allows the disabled person to express the characteristics and the role that society recognises as women’s and that their disability risks denying them. 

I’m happy when I’m taking care of my parents, although I can’t do that as often as I used to anymore because of my disability. (…) I also feel good when I help people who are in trouble. (Irena)

In some cases the fact of having to trust to someone to be able to carry out certain activities is seen in a negative way by the disabled person, in particular when dealing with their family members there is the fear that the women will be a burden on them, above all when there are not any personal assistants to support them. For this reason some of the interviewees state that they try to avoid asking for help from their partner, their family or their friends, regardless of the circumstances in which they find themselves which would necessitate such assistance.
I can do few things by myself (…). My husband, daughters and son in law help with the more difficult housework and the work around the house, for example in the garden. My daughters sometimes help me with personal hygiene, such as washing my hair and partly with putting my clothes and shoes on. My family and friends also help me with shopping because I can’t carry heavy bags by myself. (…) Sometimes I feel like I’m a burden to my family and friends. (Irena)

I had to change position quite often (when I sleep at night), but couldn’t do it on my own and I didn’t want to wake Xxx (my boyfriend) up too often. (Katja)

If the presence of a personal assistant could therefore in some cases solve the problem of having to exclusively trust themselves to the family where there is a low level of autonomy, in other cases and above all when the job given to the person in question concerns taking care of the disabled person’s personal hygiene, the risk is that this person will not feel at their ease as they are deprived of their own intimacy. 

Personal hygiene is very high on the list. Since I depend on someone to help me with it, I’m also losing my intimacy. (Katja)

Another aspect through which the interviewees measure their own autonomy concerns the ability to move themselves around the territory.  The question of transport is very important, as it allows these women to feel independent even in the situations which are distant from their dwellings and therefore from known surroundings. A service supporting disabled women who have to travel from one place to another would be therefore of fundamental importance.

Everything connected to my work gives me no problems, and I need no help there, as long as I don’t have to leave my place of work. I’d need a personal assistant or rather a chauffeur when I need to go to a meeting in Maribor or Celje. (…) Sometimes I think about what I could do if my vision was fine or if I had a person at my disposal who wouldn’t be my husband, someone who I could rely on and who I’d need only for certain things at a certain time. (Tanja)

I also know how to get on the bus and so I’ll be able to go to SW by bus. I really like that because you can go anywhere you want and you don’t always need someone to go with you. (Diana)

Some interviewees try to solve the problems deriving from the lack of a transport and accompaniment service by using their network of friends and family, however this is not always sufficient. In these cases the women try to find solutions in an autonomous way, solutions which, regardless of the fact that they can strengthen the perception of their own autonomy and consequently their self confidence, are not definitive as they are not being provided with adequate external support. For example in the case of Tanja whose problem is to do with her sight, dealing with a train journey for the first time made her feel proud of herself, but it did not solve the wider problem concerning travelling from her house to work or for reasons connected to feelings and friendships. 

I had to go to a work-related meeting in Maribor. I thought about how I was going to get to Maribor the whole time while I was working. My husband couldn’t get a day off to take me, and my co-workers had to stay at Brežice due to my absence. I couldn’t ask my friends because they were either going to work, were already at work or were on vacation. I couldn’t get a personal chauffeur, because they wouldn’t give me the status of a working disabled person. So I decided one night that I’d go alone, with a map in my hand that I’d learn by heart the day before. My husband took me to the train station, and when I was on the train, I started to shake as I was waiting to get off at the main station in Maribor. At first I looked around to see where I was. Then I checked the map that I had with me. I found the first street, then second and third. In forty-five minutes, I came to the station where the meeting was held. It was one of the happiest moments of my life, because I proved to myself and to others that I’m much more independent than they think. If I have a meeting in Maribor now, I go sometimes by train and then walk to the building where the meeting is held. I’ve also found shortcuts, so now it doesn’t take me more than twenty-five minutes to get there. I’m very proud of myself. People tell me to hire a taxi, but I tell them that I don’t need one, because I can do it by myself. With regard to driver’s license I’m sad sometimes, because my friends who leave in remote places almost always have to come to me to meet me. (Tanja)

The working dimension

We are now going to analyse the working sphere of the disabled women who were interviewed. In particular we are going to try to understand the difficulties that they have met while job seeking and in insertion into companies as well as any discrimination that they came across or suffered because of their disabilities and because they belong to the female gender.

Job seeking and insertion of disabled women in the workplace

We have tried to understand which are the main difficulties that the interviewees have met with when job seeking. The main obstacle which was identified concerns their disability and the prejudices that companies have regarding both male and female disabled workers. Secondly, some of the interviewees considered belonging to the female gender as a discriminating factor.

Starting from their disability it has emerged quite clearly what, in the opinion and from the experience of the interviewees, is the perception of companies regarding disabled people who when job seeking answer a job advertisement or turn up at a job interview. In many cases the disabled woman is considered by the company as limited compared to the productivity usually required from workers, but also incapable of working and incompetent. Identifying disability with incompetence completely excludes disabled people from the outset from the possibility of inserting themselves into the labour market as nor technology nor particular adaptations to the workplace of the disabled women nor any training courses could, according to the company, support her in carrying out her tasks. This aspect really hits home when considering that this is the case even for the disabled women who have higher educational qualifications like Tanja and Marta who both have degrees.

It was very difficult for me to find a job. I sent fifty-five applications and got only a few responses. If I got to a chance to come to an interview, it was soon brought to an end when I told them about my problems with vision. No one wanted to hire me. I know that the reason was that they thought that I wasn’t capable to do my work. I also don’t have driver’s licence, which is also a problem. I was often insulted at job interviews (Tanja).

I think that the first obstacle that a disabled woman must face when seeking a job is her first job interview. (…) At first people become scared when they see that I’m wearing the hearing aid. They have a prejudice that people such as me are incompetent and that we don’t do our work well. (Marta)

It is possible to hypothesise that this lack of recognition by the companies of the professional skills of the disabled women and the continual attributions of the same stereotypical characteristics which penalise them are partly due to the lack of understanding of disability by the employers. The sensitisation of companies appears, therefore, to be very important in order to get over stereotypes and prejudice which describe disabled women as incapable of carrying out a job. 

These situations in which the disabled women’s skills are underestimated means that the women's perception of themselves goes further downhill. It has therefore emerged that it is necessary to support disabled women who want to go into the labour market through empowerment which allows them to improve their self esteem and which helps them to become aware of their own professional skills. 

She did the best she could, but the expression on her face gave me a clear signal that I had no chance. When I came to the interview she thought I was a costumer but when I told her that I was there for an interview she went silent. She invited me to the repository at the back with two chairs and a table. We went through the questionnaire, although I had told her that I came because the employment office sent me and that I wasn’t fit to do the job. I felt stupid because I knew it was just an act. (Katja)

My strategy at the interview that I mentioned before was, in a way, “running away” – I just got up and left. (Tanja)

In some cases the interview for job selection was seen in a negative light by the disabled women, in that the questions that they are asked often have nothing to do with their skills, their studies and previous work experience but are inherent to their health and in cases of physical disabilities, their ability to move. Even in this case however, the attention paid by the company is not on the skills and on the instruments which can be used to permit the disabled woman to work better, but only on the limitations that the disability means. Moreover, questions concerning their personal circle can be perceived as an intrusion into their privacy, contributing to making the candidate feel “different” from able bodied people to whom these questions concerning physical and psychological health are not usually posed.

Speaking of obstacles that I had to face when looking for a job, I’d like point out that I had to talk about my medical history, which shouldn’t be the interviewer’s business. I also had to talk about personal things that are mine alone. I had to tell them how I am able to do certain things and I had to explain everything in great detail. A healthy person obviously doesn’t have to go through such misery. One of the interviewers once asked me if I need help sitting down when I need to go to the toilet, which I think was an absurd question. It could make a person cry. They also treat you as if you were incompetent and try point you to other jobs that are more “accessible” to you in their opinion. One of the worst obstacles that disabled people have to face is the invasion of privacy. (Tanja)

In some cases the women who prefer to present themselves at the interview without first specifying that they have a disability realise that the moment that their disability – particularly if it isn’t immediately recognisable – becomes evident to the interviewer, the interview grinds to a halt. 

I was invited to a job interview. Until the headmaster found out that I was wearing my hearing aid I had good chances to get the job, but when he saw it and I explained that I don’t hear very well, everything went down the drain. He said that he had many suitable candidates and that he’d have to decide. He never called me back. (Marta)

When I had a job interview and I told them that I’ve been in psychiatric hospital, the interview was brought to an end. (…) The stigma was three-fold: I was an ex drug addict, mentally ill and I’m gay. I was discriminated against immensely. (…) The fact that I was an effective worker didn’t bear any relevance. (Eva)

From the interviews that we have just taken into consideration it would be useful to start up not only a campaign to sensitise companies in order to fight stereotypes characterising female disabled workers, but also a training path aimed at the supervisors of human resources who are in charge of selecting personnel in order to supply adequate instruments to better manage an interview with disabled people as well as a consulting service on the possibilities for adaptation of the work place for the disabled person therefore making it accessible and functional from an ergonomic point of view
.

Further difficulties are found for those seeking work who, because of their disability, have health problems. The lack of adequate contractual methods means that employers do not accept the candidature of women workers who, because of their disability have to spend frequent sick periods away from the work place. The use of flexitime or of reversible part time contracts might permit both to accept the needs of the employer as well as that of the employee. In fact, if a flexible timetable allowed the solving of the problems that come up day to day, a part time reversible contract would allow the disabled woman to come back to full time once the difficulties connected to her state of health were overcome.

The problems is that I’m scheduled to be operated a few more times, which means that I’d be absent from work for months at a time, and no employer will take that. (Katja)

Finally, if job seeking for a physically or sensorially disabled person is difficult, it is even more so for a mentally disabled person. In fact, as has emerged from Diana’s interview, the current Slovenian legislation does not foresee the possibility for most people with mental disabilities to find a job as they are considered incapable of carrying out paid work. Many people with slight mental disabilities are therefore inserted into protected workshops in which they are not considered as employed, they have no contract, nor do they receive a wage. These aspects emerge in a very evident fashion from the interviews and even when they want to find a job which allows them to be independent, they is no possibility of looking for one.

The social worker told me that it’s not easy to find a job for me right now, because the state hasn’t made it possible for people like me to get a job somewhere else. So I’ve never tried to look for a job so far. (…) I’d be very happy if I could do gardening. But our manager said that there isn’t much chance for that because they won’t hire us anywhere else. But I can work just as hard as anyone else and I can’t understand that. She said that I didn’t go to school long enough to do that. And I’m really too old for school now. Because all of us who work at the sheltered workshop would like to go work somewhere else, but they say that’s not possible. They say that it’s the state’s fault. We had a round table the other day and some people who have companies said they’d be happy to hire us but that the state doesn’t do enough so that they could pay us well. So they say that things look pretty grim right now. (Diana)

We are now going take into consideration the differences in gender which have been perceived by our interviewees when job seeking. Some of them do not recognise from their experience any discrimination based on belonging to the female gender, as they believe that employers take the level of their disability into consideration first and foremost and the limits that this can mean for productivity. In particular, the main obstacle concerns the incapacity of the disabled person, whether man or woman, to carry out overtime or nightshifts. The fact that the worker cannot manage to adapt themselves to the request for flexibility for the hours and needs of the company is therefore, according to the interviews, connected exclusively to their disability and not to their gender. Not only, in fact, as observed by Irena, one type of work which requires above all the female workforce can even penalise male candidates. 

The main obstacle is that employers want to get rid of you and they let you know that they think that you can’t work well anymore. Due to the fact that you can’t work overtime or night-shifts, the employers find it harder to give you employment. I think that in general disabled men are no better off than disabled women. The example of my co-worker has opened my eyes and showed me that at the company where I work disabled men will find work much harder than disabled women. (Irena)

However, from the other interviews the gender aspect emerges as discrimination, even if not always based on personal experience. Two of the interviewees in particular concentrate their attention on the different wages determined by gender. 
While I was still a student and was looking for a summer job, the work performed by men was always paid better and all women were discriminated against, not only disabled ones (Tanja)

We talked about men being smarter and that’s why they manage companies and work in politics. And then they get paid better than women. But I don’t know if that’s true. Because my boyfriend and I get paid the same and we’re treated equally and put the same number of pieces together in one hour. (Diana)

Another interviewee, Katja, sustains that the main difficulty that women have in finding a job seeking is in the culture of the current society which is dominated by men. 

But generally, I think a man would find a job faster than woman if both of them were running for the same post in a company hiring disabled people. (…) Because we are living in a society dominated by men. You know, women are always pushed into the background. (Katja)

Finally, according to Tanja, even though the disability is her main obstacle when job seeking, the fact that she is a woman is a penalising aspect as they are often considered as incapable of being autonomous and looking after themselves compared to men who are able to work and to be independent. In Tanja’s experience being a woman is a further handicap which adds to that of her disability.  

I was never offered a contract of permanent employment, because of my disability. (…) I still think it’s more difficult for disabled women (to find a job) just because of the fact that they’re women. Women have always been treated like people who are not supposed to be able to stand up for themselves – quite the opposite when compared with men. (Tanja)

Regardless of the difficulty witnessed by the women in managing to insert themselves into the labour market, the desire to find a job is based on very strong reasoning. One of the main reasons concerns economic independence. In fact, also the interviewees who do not need to work as their families or their partners are able to provide for them state the importance of working as an instrument which makes them feel autonomous. 

Alongside this aspect, the role of social recognition also plays an important part, as Marta states, deriving from the fact that work allows them to show others that even a disabled woman is able to carry out a profession, just like able bodied women. 

The career however does not seem to be the main reason for which disabled women feel the need to work. Rather the interviewees speak of aims to fulfil in order to give sense to their daily life. 

Although I’m ill, I don’t want to be financially dependent on my husband. (…) If I didn’t have a job I wouldn’t be independent and I couldn’t spend my time in company of my co-workers. I’d also be unable to fulfil my need to leave my home for a few hours, the need to buy myself things such as clothes, makeup or mobility devices such as hand and neck braces. (Irena)

My biggest motivator is independence. (…) I’m also motivated by social recognition, because if I have a job I can prove to other people who didn’t believe that a nearly deaf woman can create a career for herself. (Marta)

If I had a job and could contribute to our budget I wouldn’t feel so dependent on him. Social recognition is also very important. You need a job to have some sort of communication with your co-workers and that you’re not just sitting at home, doing nothing. The will to make new relationship is a strong motivator for me. I really want to socialize with others. A career is not that strong motivator for me right now. My goals aren’t very high right now. I don’t feel a very strong urge to work right now but I need to do something, to have some goals. To leave the house for a few hours is a strong motivator. You really get tired of your own house when have nowhere to go all the time. (Katja)

Finally, another reason for working concerns the social relations which the company environment allows them to develop. In fact, carrying out a job also implies socialisation with colleagues, building a series of relations which allow them to feel less lonely and isolated from society. 

I like to meet new people and the more people you know the better. In my case this might help me to get a better job some time. A lot of people are involved with the work that I do, and I like them very much. They are also my main motive. (…) The most important thing is that I wouldn’t be able to socialise with other people. I like to be around other people, and if I didn’t have my job I’d probably be trapped between four walls, pitying myself and, in a way, jealous of people who’d work together and have fun. (Tanja)

I like to go to work, because I’d be bored otherwise. (…) If I didn’t have a job I’d go insane, because I wouldn’t know what to do all my spare time. (…) I wouldn’t get the money that I get now. And that would be even worse and I wouldn’t have any co-worker either. (Diana)

Disabled women in business: a disadvantage or an opportunity?

If job seeking by disabled women presents some of the problems we have been considering, even the phase after having been taken on can create some difficulties which must not be underestimated as they may provoke the exit of the worker from the labour market.

One of the first problems which emerged from the interviews concerns the level of paid retribution compared to the actual work carried out. In fact, some of the disabled women state that they have not received the same economic treatment that an able bodied person would have. From what has emerged it seems that, in order to justify this difference in salaries, in some cases it is taken for granted that the disabled female worker is not sufficiently competent to be able to receive an adequate payment for the type of performance given. So, we go back to the problems highlighted in the previous paragraph inherent to when the disabled woman’s professional capacity and competence are called into question. 
I know that I wasn’t paid for all the work I did. I worked 112 hours overtime in December. At first the overtime was paid, but now they’re taking that money back by reducing my salary. I also can’t use those hours for holiday. My salary rises a bit now and then, but they always take it away again. (…) Regarding my station, I just wish I was treated in the same way as others and not be discriminated against because of my blindness. I am as capable a worker as anybody else and I’d like to prove that I’m not incompetent and that I’m not trying to cheat the state out of its money. (Tanja)

It is thanks to these problems, inherent to the level of the wage, that some disabled people state that they prefer to work in public companies compared to private enterprises. In fact, the former seem to offer greater guarantees regarding disabled workers’ rights. 

I’d like to work at a public company, because in public companies you don’t have to be afraid for your job, the working conditions are better and I’d get higher salary. (Tanja)

It has emerged from the interviews that relations in the workplace are very important, in that they can be on the one hand the environment in which discrimination can take place against the disabled workers and on the other hand it can be considered as a support for them too. We cannot only talk about the relationship between the interviewees and their superiors, but also the relationship between colleagues.

In both cases the tendency to make the disabled female worker look ridiculous, humiliating her with insults or over the top jokes emerges. A lack of intervention by whoever manages human resources to combat these problems means the risk of creating situations of great unease which can turn into mobbing. On initial taking on of disabled people, therefore it would be important to offer a human resources supervisor the tools necessary to manage these critical aspects through training. 

The other time we got a new worker and he insulted us. When the first time came he was alright, but then he became very naughty. He always told me that I was stupid and I didn’t like it. And I told my boyfriend and he said that I should tell the manager and I did. After one week he didn’t come to work anymore, And we were all happy. (Diana)

My disabled female friends told me that they are being ridiculed and patronized or treated unequally and that people often try to avoid them, because they don’t want to “contract” their disease or they don’t know what to talk about with them. Most of my friends are lonely, because they spend most of their time at work in silence. Some have already quit their jobs, because they couldn’t put up with the pressure. (Tanja)

I was hurt by a statement from my co-worker that I don’t work at the division for the physically disabled, but at the division for cripples. She hurt me by saying that. (Irena)

People used to complain over me a lot, some didn’t want to work with me. They did all they could to make my work harder and sometimes I had to do their work too. (Eva)

Moreover, all of the personnel present in the firm should be informed of the importance of the insertion of the disabled person, sensitised to the problems that these conditions can mean and concerning the opportunity that the job can offer. In fact, “if the colleague knows their work companion’s problems, normally there is a certain amount of sincere and respectful solidarity”
 as the interviews have demonstrated, favouring a positive atmosphere in the company. 

As far as my co-workers are concerned, I have to say that they’re one of the most wonderful, kind persons that I’ve had the pleasure to meet and I can rely on them (Tanja)

I get along with my co-workers well, the boss treats us as his equal and we help each other. (Irena)

It is possible that these critical points contribute to making the disabled women more insecure of themselves. Empowerment therefore appears to be fundamental also in order to allow the disabled women to manage their relations with colleagues. A successful occupational insertion also depends on the level of self esteem possessed. It is important to note that a lack of self esteem is not only to do with those with a low level of education, but also those who have little professional experience even though in possession of higher education certification, like a degree. For example Marta, even though she has been a teacher which has given her self confidence, she nevertheless states that she needs to further strengthen her self esteem. If in her case there is the awareness of the existence of the problem, it is possible that in the case of women with a lower level of education it is completely lacking and for this reason is it not necessary to intervene externally through suitable training?

I gained a lot of confidence while being a teacher. My self-confidence was very low before I started working. I didn’t have the courage to do anything without asking first. I didn’t know how to stand up for myself or raise my voice. This has changed now. (…) I think that the only thing that really bothers me about myself is my lack of self-respect. But this is improving, so I wouldn’t change my job because of that. (Marta)

The perception of gender difference

In the course of the interviews we tried to understand what is the level of perception of gender difference of disabled women in the labour market. Only in some cases were we able to reveal strong awareness concerning discrimination not towards their disability but towards their gender. In the other cases, belonging to the female gender is not seen as a discriminating element , as other factors have higher priority in facilitating or blocking their insertion into the labour market according to some of the women interviewed. In particular, the experience of Irena who works for a company which has prevalently women employees, it is the men who have greater difficulty in finding work. 

When I went to an interview once, there was a gentleman scheduled before me who saw only on one eye and had only one hand. After half an hour he came out, trying to suppress his laugh. I could hear laughing coming out of the office while he was being interviewed as well. He laughed at me and said that he had the job in his pocket and that there was no point in me going in. I was very angry but went in anyway and was offered to sit down. First the interviewer and I spoke about a few formal things, but then I told him about my blindness and he flew off the handle and started yelling at me, saying that I’m crazy if I think anyone would even think about hiring a “broad” like me. I stood up and went home, crying. I think that the man who went in before me had a lot better chances to get a job than myself, although we were both disabled. It was obvious that I was discriminated against just because I’m a woman. (Tanja)

I find that disabled women have much better chances to find employment at XXX compared to men, because there’re many physically less burdening jobs, which are better suited for women available here. (…) So the situation here is quite the reverse compared to most cases. (Irena)

I don’t think there is much difference between disabled men and women. I think that sex doesn’t have any affect on whether you’ll get a job or not if you have good references and the right qualifications. (…) I don’t think that disabled women need any additional training. (Marta)

As far as handling time for life and work is concerned, it was revealed that this results as being more difficult for women with disabilities
. In fact, especially when their condition influences the conditions of the person’s health, carrying out of household activities and taking care of the family can be most difficult after a day’s work. Considering that the strategies adopted by the interviewees do not seem to solve the problem, a system of vouchers for services aimed at facilitating the management of working and household activities could be a useful instrument in improving the disabled person’s quality of life and might reduce the risk that one of them leave the labour market. 

I have to make a plan every day. Sometimes I work so hard that I come back home half-dead. (Tanja)

I just can’t work as I used to before the illness set in. Everything happens more slowly, I need more time and energy for everything. When I come back from work at 6 p.m., I’m so tired that I can’t do anything. I have to put off the housework to the next day, and then the vicious cycle repeats itself. Some days I feel worse and find it harder to separate family life from work and that’s also when I don’t get enough support from my family. (Irena)

I’ve learned how to reconcile my work and my daily and family life, because I started to realize that work is not everything and that I have to take some time for myself, although I love my job very much. (Marta)

Qualitative analyses carried out in France 

In this part we are going to analyse the qualitative interviews carried out in France. There are only three interviews from women with different disabilities, the first with physical difficulties, the second with hearing problems and the third with visual and muscular problems. Consequently the material gathered offers us the opportunity to reflect only partially but is nevertheless interesting.

Educational and vocational training path
As already highlighted by the interviews carried out in the other countries which are Partners of this project, the study qualifications represents a very important aspect for the interviewees who wish to enter into or remain in the labour market. Even from the literature
, in fact, it emerges that access to levels of medium to high education is a key element which allows greater working opportunities, it sustains the development of a professional career and allows for access to employment with higher salaries. For this reason, it is fundamental that women with disability can enjoy full access both to education and professional training in their lives.

Nevertheless, access to education cannot always be taken for granted, as some elements – like architectural barriers are still present in institutions, the inadequacy of didactic tools used, the lack of housing for disabled students, the lack of services dedicated to these students and in particular to female disabled students – can create barriers which are extremely difficult to get around. 

Not only, in fact, alongside these factors it is possible that other less tangible points, but equally important, acts as restraints to studying and other education choices. From the interviews collected, in fact, it has emerged that the school system itself is not always adequately prepared to manage the transition phases from one level of school to another and from secondary school to university. In particular, the orientation phases for the subsequent studies seems to register some critical issues. In fact, in some cases the opportunity to carry out a fully aware choice in relation to the educational path, and consequently the professional one, was not offered to the disabled women. They were advised not so much on their abilities and capacities as on their disabilities. 

People in general had a restrictive idea of what disabled men and women could perform in their daily job, due to their handicap, and so the educational system was not paying attention to our wishes, as disabled students, but they persuade us to follow an educational degree, which was, in their opinion, adapted to our capacities and needs. (Lea)

Like all disabled people, so too the interviewees were at a disadvantage when it came to the negative attitudes that society has concerning disabled people, as highlighted by research done by the International Labour Office, “they are often considered as if their particular disability had damaged their ability”
. 

For example, from Lea’s interview, one of the interviewees with physical disabilities, the choice of university studies was more or less imposed by the teachers in her secondary school as they took away the choice of commercial studies to push her towards administrative ones which were considered to be more suitable with regards to her disability.

The orientation in Secretariat was imposed to me. (…) When I have chosen the Bachelor’s degree in Commerce and Trade (High School Diploma), it was a field of activity I was very interested in (in order to become sales representative or part of the sales personnel in a company), and I wanted to follow this orientation in the higher education. Unfortunately, the teachers and the high-school supervisor told me I would not be able to find a job in a commercial activity, due to my disability, so I would rather choose another qualification (for instance, Secretariat). Therefore, I am not satisfied entirely with the choice I have made; but in fact, I was not given the choice. (Lea)

Considering that the commercial sector often foresees front-office activity through contacts with company clients, while administrational ones are usually centred around back-office activities, it would be interesting to understand how much her belonging to the female gender had in the selection of the type of professional career considered as suitable by the teachers for Lea. In our society, in fact, physical beauty
, in particular female beauty, takes on an important role in many environments and also often in a working one. A “good presence” is seen as a fundamental aspect in many sectors, in particular in those which direct contact with people is foreseen. The body of a woman with physical disabilities though does not answer those aesthetic requirements as it is considered as “something different from normality”
 and so is not attractive. Therefore, it may be considered inopportune to insert physically disabled women in sectors in which femminity – considered according to the standards recognised collectively – plays an important part.  

If, therefore on the one hand the disabled woman, particularly physically, seems not to be recognised as a woman, on the other hand she has to put up with gender stereotypes which would have her constrained to specific traditional roles which are recognised by society. In particular in areas regarding education where such stereotypes tend to lead the disabled woman towards studies for the training of professional figures which are typically female (Hanson N., 2002), contributing to the increase in the phenomenon of “educational segregation”.

For 15 years now, Secretariat and desk help seemed to be one of the job or activity a woman could achieve if she was suffering from physical disability. (Lea)

The phenomenon of “educational segregation” is implemented moreover, also because of the fact that in some cases the disabled women choose short term studies in order to get into the labour market as quickly as possible. The risk is that such choices are often influenced by parents and teacher and that they can negatively reflect subsequently on the woman’s professional path, inserting her into low profile labour circuits and causing marginalisation in society.

Those who, on the contrary, have been able to follow studies of medium or high profiles bring a positive statement to their interviews concerning personal fulfilment and they confirm how a good level of education can make up the defining factor in the success of occupational insertion.  Not only, it also emerged from the interviews that gaining a degree, as well as being an instrument which allows them to enter into the labour market, also offers greater opportunities in the finding of a satisfactory occupation (International Labour Office, 1999).

I feel very confident with that choice (“Management office secretariat”), which allowed me to bounce back, working in different fields of activity, among much diversified teams. My professional experience became much more interesting and rich. (Sandrine)

Agnes’s interview, moreover, allows us to note another aspect connected both to gender and to disability. In fact, many female disabled workers often feel the need to have to demonstrate that they are capable and competent regardless of the limits imposed by their disability. For this reason the gaining of a degree or a qualification of higher education is sometimes a challenge which is also to show to themselves and to others their capacities. Not only, in fact, the gaining of excellent results in a school or university context becomes a way of justifying in the eyes of others their presence in the labour market, especially in high professional profiles. (Hanson N., 2002).

I did not want to stay at the “Engineer” level, but I wanted to be more than that (So I have been studying Mathematics and Physics to teach those academic disciplines). (…) I had something to prove to my family and myself. I wanted to move on in my professional life, override my disability. (…) I would like to use my skills and competences I learnt during my studies, and not only being an hostess or a cashier. (Agnes)

Network of personal relationships 

We are now going to take into consideration the network of personal relations in which the disabled women who were interviewed are part of, focusing the attention both on the informal one, made up of the family, parents, friends and acquaintances as well as the formal one, made up of people who are part of the world of associationism particularly for the disabled. It is important to analyse the network of relations in order to understand if they have taken on a determining role in the decision to work or if it has only supported them in the various activities which make up the life of the disabled woman.

Starting from the informal network of relations, from the statements it emerged how much the current family takes on, from which the disabled women claim to get a lot of support especially on a psychological level. The main role is taken on by the partners of the women who seem to be the main subjects in which the interviewees place their trust.

My husband was great in moral and emotional support. He is a model of empathy, tolerance and listening. Alone, without my husband, I would never have overcome my difficulties. (Sandrine)

Relationships which are more conflictual, however, seem to be, at least for two interviewees, with the origin family which, as has emerged from the interviews, were not able to support the difficulties that the disability means. The interviews let it show that there is a lot of delusion compared to the expectations that they had for their families, especially for their parents. These difficulties in relations, therefore, allows us to hypothesise that there could be useful paths which support, not only the disabled woman, but also the families of the disabled person as it is not to be taken for granted that they possess suitable tools to face such situations.

I broke up the relationship to my parents and family in Italia, because they did not accept my disability, and wanted me to leave our home. They were ashamed towards the rest of their relatives and family, even if I managed my Engineering studies. I am alone in this life. (Agnes)

Opposite to my husband was my father…scurvy. Deaf and suffering from tinnitus too, he should have been the person who was able to help me and restore my confidence. (…) He never developed a self consciousness of himself and ignores what “emotional intelligence” is, has no sense of diplomacy. Once he told me: “I managed by myself, I do not understand why I should help you…!”. (Sandrine)

Subsequently we tried to understand which subjects offer help to disabled women when they find themselves in difficulty in the various environments in their daily life: from the economic aspect, to transport, to personal and health assistance. 

As far as the economic aspect is concerned, it has emerged from all of the interviews that the disabled women do not need any financial support as they have always carried out some sort of paid work. Only Sandrine states that she received a financial contribution to go towards the expenses relative to the medical needs that her physical condition creates.

I need no economical help, since I am working for years now. (Lea)

None of the interviewees states that they need health assistance, while the people who are closest to them, usually those who live with them especially the partner, are indicated as the main source of daily personal assistance. 

Transport emerges as the aspect with the greatest problems as, if the disabled person is not able to drive a car or does not possess an adaptation for their needs, they have to fall back on public transport which does not always offer services suitable for the needs of people with disabilities. The difficulties can be to do with the accessibility of the means of transport and this problem is highlighted in the fact that “public spaces are only designed for the privileged bodies of non disabled people”, while “we are not prepared to satisfy the needs of people with disabilities, considering them not part of the community”(Hanson N., 2002). Not only, in fact, alongside the scarce accessibility of public transport which makes travelling extremely difficult and strenuous, there is another aspect concerning the economic burden on the same disabled people. As Lea states, the unsuitability of the means of public transport obliges her to use the taxi service which however is very expensive. The travelling problem is an aspect which must not be underestimated from the angle of occupational insertion for the disabled women, as well as their permanence in the labour market. In fact, if travelling from the house to work is excessively costly and difficult to do because of the lack of adequate services, it is possible that the women risk losing their job or having to give up new opportunities, especially if they do not have a family network or friends who can support them, as it is completely impossible from a travelling point of view. 

Public transportation is closed to where I live, but it is very tiring and irritating (2.5 hours transportation) daily. (Sandrine)

Paris is not adapted or dedicated to people with disability, especially for the public transportation (subway, buses), because it is very difficult to use them when you are in a wheeling chair. (..) I do not use public transportation, taxis (because they always charge me with extra fees for my wheeling chair, and they are not kind when I need them helping me for the transfer between the wheeling chair and the car. It seems for them it is a loss of time and energy (and money!). (…) Public transportation do restrict my free moving, and my access to culture, friends, leisure, work. (Lea)

Let’s now take into consideration the relations network of the interviewees which is structured within the associations which deal in problems connected to the world of disability. It is interesting to understand the reasons which push disabled people to join one or more of the specific associations or on the other hand, not to. 

The interviewees who participate in the association sphere of one or more of the organisations for disabled people, for example Sandrine who suffers from a hearing problem, underline the ability of such associations to offer psychological support on the one hand and on the other provide a network of relations and information which allow the disabled person not to feel lonely.

It (the association) plays an important role as emotional and psychological support, and network for information. Since no medical treatment exist against tinnitus, its mission is very fundamental. (…) It represents, in my eyes, a personal enrichment in term of constructive and in solidarity actions. (Sandrine)

However, the disabled women who are not enrolled in any association seem to be rather untrusting of them, towards which they nurture prejudice deriving from the fact that they have little knowledge of them. The presence of such stereotypes is probably due to scarce diffusion of information relative to the role covered by these associations and the activities that they carry out for disabled people. It is for this reason that we might guess that a better knowledge of these groups, carried out through a specific informative campaigns for the whole population may favour the number of possible users who would otherwise not take advantage of the services on offer as they know nothing about them or have acquired negative stereotyping. 

Moreover, it would be useful for the associations themselves to reflect, in order to understand, if one of the reasons for which disabled women are not interested in participating in their activities is linked to a lack of actions which answer the needs which characterise belonging to a category. 

I did not feel the need to be part of an association of people with disabilities. I suffer too much from this situation, and I do not feel being a part of those activities. (Agnes)

I did not feel the need to be part of an association of people with disabilities, I really find they are too “militant”, and I do not think this would serve me in my daily life. (Lea)

The working dimension

In this paragraph we are going to take into consideration the working sphere of the interviewees in order to understand the relationship that exists between gender and disability. The objective is therefore that of analysing the difficulties found by the disabled women looking for work and their insertion into the company, trying to understand if there are problems due to a double discrimination and in which way this is manifest. We will therefore also try to comprehend the perception of the interviewees regarding this problem.

Job seeking and insertion of disabled women in the workplace 

As emerged in the other Countries, it is the disability, rather than the gender, which is the main element that the interviewees indicated as a discriminating factor. 

Discrimination usually comes out at the first interview, when the disability, in particular if it is physical, becomes evident to the eyes of the person responsible for selection. Often the companies put more onus on the limits that the disability means compared to the professional skills of the candidate, so much so to exclude them completely regardless of their qualifications and the skills they possess. 

The ways in which companies behave from the moment that they find out about the candidate’s disability are indicative of their lack of preparation in managing the work force which is differently able and the necessity to start up a sensitisation process concerning these topics as well as management training and human resources training for personnel management which is more a 

disability management. This is, according to the definition provided by the ILO
, a way of managing human resources aimed at facilitating the taking on of people with disabilities, taking into consideration both the needs of the disabled people and the working environment as well as the productive and organisational needs of the businesses.  

I had a lot of difficulty finding a job, because people do usually fear “Disability” in general. So it was nearly easy to get an appointment, but as soon as I came for the interview, my disability seemed to be a problem for the recruiter. (…) It was “funny” in a way to have a first contact per phone, and then a “physical” contact, because the behaviour and the speech of the person changed. (…) “Our offices are not accessible for wheeling chairs”: this was during an interview per phone, and right after I went to the company, and their offices were accessible to me…a few companies have cancelled the appointment we had, even it was scheduled, as soon as we spoke about my physical disability. Actually, the companies called me a few hours later, or the day after, to tell me the job was already “gone”, so it was not necessary to meet. (Lea)

If in some cases the companies recognise the qualifications possessed by the disabled women, in other cases, faced with a candidate whose qualifications are medium-high and match the studies required, companies tend to require extremely advanced skills, sometimes much more so than for those required of able bodied women (Hanson N, 2002). In both cases, therefore, even if in different ways, the professional skills of the candidates with disabilities are doubted or completely negated. Light is thrown on this aspect from Agnes’s interview which reveals that companies willing to take on a disabled person are not interested in their skills as much as having a person to insert in low profile positions, taking for granted that they are not capable of satisfying their expectations.    

Companies still have high expectations in recruitment, even for people with disabilities. (…) Actually, I could play with my status of “disabled worker” towards companies, but they do not seem to be interested in my qualifications, or maybe my personality or my disability occur problems to them. (Agnes)

Therefore, if the companies tend not to consider the professional skills of these disabled women, they have to absolutely adapt themselves to looking for low profile jobs where specialisations or particular qualifications are not required. It is possible, therefore, that study paths, in particular university ones, which require a huge effort, not only in terms of energy but also in terms of time do not result in occupational insertion coherent with the studies and this has a considerable impact on the self-esteem and motivation of the people in question.  

I would like to find a full- or part-time job (open-ended) in the field of activity corresponding to my qualifications. Now I know that it will not be possible, because I have never been given the chance to start my professional life as an engineer. Now it is too late, since it is a long time ago, I finished my studies, and my disability occurs problems in being recruited in such a position. So in order to satisfy my needs, I apply now for any kind of jobs. (Agnes)

The statement which has just been reported by Agnes who graduated in physics and maths, allows us to underline the aspect which was already considered in the previous paragraphs and is inherent to studies undertaken. In fact, vocational training continues to seem to be the key element even on having high level qualifications. It becomes an instrument to be used in a flexible manner over the whole life span in order not to lose skills acquired during studies but instead to give them further significance. 

If the disabled women, even when having high level qualifications, are willing to find any kind of work so as to satisfy their needs for economical independence, so too do companies tend to consider a curriculum vitae which shows elevated qualifications in a negative light as they believe that the availableness of the candidate is due to a particularly serious disability and which is invalidating. 

I still have difficulties in finding job in France. I have appointments for recruitments, but it does not match, as I would like to. I am not very interested in the jobs I was positioned at with the employment centres. Furthermore, I might suffer having too many diplomas, which does not seem coherent in comparison to the jobs I want to apply to. Companies certainly fear that it will be boring for me, or that I will leave after a few weeks, or simply that my disability must be very heavy if I apply for a lower-qualification job or position. (Agnes)

From the interviews that have just been recorded, it is possible to understand how often at the root of a company policy which does not pay sufficient attention to the abilities possessed by the differently able people as potentially valuable to the company, there are a series of prejudices inherent to the disability. In fact, people with disabilities are often considered “ill, intellectually disable and lazy”, characteristics which make their ability useless in the eyes of the company
.

The disability, according to the interviewees is consequently the first discriminating factor when job seeking. Nevertheless, the interviewees highlighted that also belonging to the female gender can in some cases represent an unfavourable element.  

This double discrimination is felt particularly by Agnes – disabled with sight and muscular problems – whose studies and education should mean that she is an engineer, traditionally masculine, while the proposals which she receives exclusively concern profiles with low level qualifications. As Gherardi S. e Poggio B. (2003) states, “women who work in jobs and positions which are not traditionally feminine represent a break in the symbolic order concerning gender”, they are seen as “intruders”, as “exceptions”. If a woman – for example a female engineer – is inserted into a working environment which is typically masculine “the lack of order created by the difference is put right by a functional balance for the organisation and the gender hierarchies:  the threat of a woman who comes in is less if her difference is made null or if she is placed in a frame where the right level of order is re-established”. It is therefore possible that the woman who carries out a masculine profession is accepted by her male colleagues, even if through the annulment of her belonging to the female gender. 

This process is much more difficult when dealing with a disabled woman, as “the disability is used as a justification to perpetuate the discrimination against women” (Beleza M. L., 2003), for example when offering them only jobs which have no need of qualifications. 

As a woman, I think that I was more discriminated (as I explained, due to my studies as engineer) compared to a man. As a woman, I have the impression I was proposed only under-qualified jobs. Normally we have the same law, so it should not be more difficult for a woman than for a man, but it is in the fact. My personal status must play a role too, I do not know. Women with disabilities have sometimes more opportunities in a few fields of activity, but for under qualified jobs (call centres, hostess, cashiers, cleaning area…). (…) The fact that I was not given the opportunity to enter the job market as an engineer, for example. I think that being a woman with disabilities made things more difficult. (Agnes)

Moreover, another aspect relative to gender concerns the possibility that the worker may leave for a long period for maternity leave. According to Agnes, this is an aspect which is evaluated because the candidate is disabled.  

On the other way the personal status is very important for recruiters, because I am single, with 37 years old, and recruiters fear that my status will change soon. (Agnes)

Regardless of the difficulties which we have just seen, motivation to find a job and, in particular a job which corresponds to their expectations, is very strong. The economical independence seems to be the main reason for which the disabled women want to work, not only because it allows them to be autonomous from a financial point of view, but also because it is seen as closely connected to social recognition. To be able to have a role which is recognised in society, according to the interviewees, it is fundamental to be inserted into the labour market, to carry out a paid profession and not just voluntary activity. 

To live…very simply, since I do not earn any money, and I have no relatives in Paris, life is becoming very hard for me. It is almost impossible to find a job in France corresponding to my skills and study level (Engineer). (…) Furthermore, without a professional status, it is very hard to have a confident social life. (Agnes)

This aspect emerges from Sandrine’s interview in particular. She strongly upholds the necessity to have a paid job, giving as an example not to be followed that of her mother who, as a housewife has always been dependent on her husband and has never been able to choose autonomously. This statement is particularly important since this is the family model referred to for the interview.  

I always was convinced that money was the only way being independent. Remuneration is the fundament of freedom, for me. I remember my mother as housewife, who could not realize herself as a woman, as a social person. She “only” was the mother of her children, and the wife of her husband. She did not exist as a woman, as an individual person. I do think that my mother, as housewife, voluntary in an association, who participates at our area or district’ life, etc., she cannot have a global, total and fundamental social position as far as she does not get paid for it! She always be dependant from her husband’s wages, and will not be entirely free of her choices. She will always have a minimum to answer for her choices, even if the harmony between wife and husband is good…For all those reasons, I always had a professional activity. I am even having a very rich associative life. Moreover, I just started a university course this year in order to evolve professionally. (Sandrine)

Regardless of the awareness possessed by the interviewees in relation to the existence of gender roles and the desire free themselves of such, it emerges that one of the difficulties that disabled women can come across concerns the lack of female role models in reference to work. 

Based on what has emerged, we can hypothesise some of the actions taken, on the one hand making such role models more visible – for example through media campaigns aimed at giving value to the cases of successful disabled female worker – and on the other to bring them closer to the disabled women who have not had sufficient resources to be able to free themselves of gender roles that are dictated by society. For example, through the tool of mentoring. This foresees the flanking of the disabled woman who is job seeking (mentee) by another disabled woman who has already found occupational insertion (mentor) and who, therefore, can favour the mentee’s growth thanks to their own experience, supporting her in recognising her resources and capabilities.  This last aspect results therefore as being very important for the interviewees who alongside social recognition and economical independence see the possibility to be professionally fulfilled but only if they are offered the opportunity to use their skills. 

I would like to use my skills and competencies I learnt during my studies, and not only being an hostess or a cashier. (…) Environment is very important to me, and recognition. (Agnes)

The job that would suit me my competences, skills and abilities. (Sandrine)

Finally, an aspect revealed by the interviews concerns the possible role carried out by the family members, relatives, friends and associations in the disabled woman’s decision to look for a job. All of the women interviewed state that they were not influenced by anyone in their choice, but rather it was they themselves who came to this conclusion.  

I played the most important role in my decision to work. No one else! (Lea)

Disabled women in business: a disadvantage or an opportunity?

After the phase of looking for a job we moved on to the next one concerning disabled woman who are already inserted into the labour market and possible difficulties which they come across in maintaining their jobs. 

Some of the interviewees highlight the salary level as one of the main problems. In particular they underline the inadequacy of the salary that they receive compared to their skills and the experience they have developed. 

This type of situation is due to a lack of recognition by the management of the professional abilities of the disabled women which does not only translate into low level wages, but also in the refusal to trust them with tasks or greater responsibility, often requested by the women in order to be able to use their skills which at that moment are not given importance.

I consider not to be enough well paid, if I consider all the competences and the know-how I have developed. Insofar as less than the half of my competencies is being used in my actual position, I can consider that I am so bad paid. However, I feel unsatisfied: because my job is in totally inadequate with my competencies, because my competences are not fully used, I have the impression  I pay directly the prize  of my companies’ strategy: concretely, on my salary, nothing changed. (Sandrine)

Since I am working there for a couple of years, I guess I could earn more, or having other responsibilities…I am sure that everyone will answer “No” to this question! (Lea)

The devaluation of the skills of these workers with disabilities, which is reflected in the maintenance of a low level salary and in giving them tasks which do not require an elevated level of autonomy and responsibility, makes for an element of chronic dissatisfaction for the interviewees. 

My first good reason to change job is to live better, to earn more money, or to have an interesting job. (Agnes)

I still would like to work as a secretary or assistant, whatever the company, but with a lot more of responsibility, autonomy and projects to lead. I would like to diversify my daily activities, and change my professional environment. (Lea)

Another problematic aspect which emerges from the interviewees narrations concerns relations with colleagues and their superiors. Taking into consideration first and foremost that the latter emerge in particular from Sandrine’s interview – who started to suffer from tinnitus, a particular hearing problem, when she had already been inserted into the company – as the company had  problems in managing to meet her new needs. In fact, the requests which came from the disabled worker to be inserted in an office which would allow her to live her disability more serenely were not taken into consideration by the human resources supervisor in the slightest, demonstrating a lack of company policy towards ethical and social responsibility. 

When I decided to accept my disability, got ear-aids, and asked to leave the call-centre platform and its stress environment, in order to find a new position of managing assistant, my human resources manager hindered my evolution, and obliged me to stay on the sales department. (…) The strategy and the policy of the company prevailed over the person I am, with my specific needs and problematic. (…) I suffered then from hypertension (high blood pressure), my pulsated tinnitus started, and at least I had a nervous breakdown. Effectively I wanted to work as a managing assistant, but the human resources manager obliged me to take a position in the sales department, still on the call-centre platform, but with fewer phone calls. (…) I lived this moment like a desertion, with a big anger: how can a company take the precedence of the commercial and financial goals, over the human resources health (physical and psychological)? How does this company then communicate everywhere about social responsibility? (Sandrine)

As underlined by Lepri C. e Montobbio E.
, between disabled people inserted into a company and the company itself there exists a distance which involves the characteristics of the individual – therefore both her needs and her skills – and those of the company’s productive and organisational system. Until there is not a break between the disabled person and the company it is necessary that this distance is breached, through collaboration on both parts. Keeping the job for the disabled person already inserted into the company is not possible, therefore, there is real desire from the company to find the necessary adaptations so that the worker can carry out her tasks without any difficulties or unease.

In the case of Sandrine, the lack of willingness by the company to find a halfway point to allow her to carry on with her work, seems to be justified through the lack of recognition of her disability, in particular when it is not visible. 

My double non visible disability (deafness and tinnitus) was not taken into consideration. My direction left me nearly 4 years on a call-centre platform. The noisy atmosphere on the platform fed my tinnitus (…) Working in such an environment for a deaf with ear-aids and tinnitus is a real torture. (…) If I tell you I am half deaf, my ears whistle 24 hours a day, my ear-aids are not as performant as my natural ears, and I am working on a call-centre platform, what would you think about it? Good sense, does it speak to you? (Sandrine)

In not recognising the disability, belonging to the female gender also plays a part. In fact, if on the one hand, as we have previously seen, the disabled women is not considered as “beautiful” according to traditional standards accepted by our society
, on the other hand a woman with a disability which is not visible and who is young and pretty is not recognised as “disabled”.

I am 43 years old, with good looking: my disability is not visible. (…) Example of stupid remarks: «But you are looking nice, you are pretty, where is your disability». The human foolishness! A real outrage! (Sandrine)

If this situation has pushed the interviewee to fight so that her needs do not remain invisible to the eyes of the company and of society, it is possible that other women who experience similar problems do not have a high enough self-esteem to do so and so they need external support. For this reason it would be worth carrying out empowerment courses for women who are already inserted or who intend to be inserted into the labour market and who need to increase their self esteem.

Therefore, this experience of moral suffering  and non-recognition of my disability gave me the will to keep on fighting against this, so that my experience might serve the whole sensorial disabled community, and more generally, to all people living with a disability. (…) A lot of colleagues with disability are living situations like I do in their professional environment, very absurd. The problem is that they do not have the self confidence to speak about it officially. Maybe they fear they would suffer more from the situation, certainly… Our physical and moral fragility might have for consequences to be “blacklisted” by the company, and the entire society, but not officially.  (Sandrine)

Moreover, it appears to be important that the worker is able to receive support from trade union representatives too when dealing with discrimination against both her gender and her disability. 

I showed my difficulties: I overcame an inextricable situation alone, by my own, even if on the psychological way, I could benefit from the support of the trade union’s members and a few colleagues. (…) Not all of my colleagues brought their support, but I had the chance to receive the support of the trade unions members and some representatives of the employees. Solidarity was the word. (Sandrine)

Integration in the context of a company and the creation of a positive climate comes partly from the relationship which is developed between the disabled woman and her work colleagues. In fact, it has emerged from some of the interviews how important it is for the worker not only to create friendly relations with her colleagues, but also the perception of having the support and solidarity from them in difficult situations which sometimes come out in the work place.

The solidarity among disabled workers in the same company. I am a member of the board in the association dedicated to people with disabilities in my company. This solidarity, friendship and sharing are essentials (phone calls, strong network), which allows you to struggle and resist when everything is going from bad to worse. (Sandrine)

Nevertheless the creation of solid relations between colleagues is not always simple, above all where the company has not carried out any sensitisation for the employees for the insertion of the disabled person and aimed at creating cases for reciprocal collaboration. As has emerged from research from the International Labour Office
, “the management strategy for disability at work should be brought to the attention of all of the employees, in an easily understandable type of language and in collaboration with the trade union representatives”. Moreover, “all employees should be given the opportunity to deal with any doubts they have concerning situations which might occur with a disabled colleague”.

I do not always speak about my disability at job, so my colleagues might not understand how do I react sometimes on a different way that they were expecting. (…)When they know, most of the people are willing to help me, but my personality is maybe a barrier to this, because I sometimes make things difficult in my relationship. (…) I noticed in my last jobs that I could have difficulties in maintaining good relationships to my colleagues in my professional environment. I do not know if it is due to my disability, or my social situation, what makes things harder. (Agnes)

The perception of gender difference 

One aspect which has emerged from the interviews concerns the perception that the interviewees have regarding the differences between men and women in the area of the labour market. As already seen in the interviews carried out in the other Countries, the type of perception depends on various factors. For example the presence or not of children, the type of education and the work experience matured. 

In the case of Lea, for example, single, no children and employed as a secretary there is no difference in genders as for the position she covers there has not been any sort of competition between male and female candidates. The disabled women who work or who are looking for work in sectors characterised by a generally female composition usually perceive their disability and the seriousness of it as a discriminating factor. 

The job of secretary is essentially opened to women, so I do not have the experience of discrimination and competition with men for all the jobs I was positioned at. The opportunities and differences between men and women deal with the field of activity you are choosing (for example industry, or building, or secretariat,). I never feel this discrimination during my professional life. (…) I do not think there are a big difference between men and women with disabilities while seeking for a job. (…) Companies take advantage from a reduction of taxes, and can benefit from workplace accommodation. For disabled women especially, maybe companies could work on the time slot (in order to balance private life and work). In my opinion, it is the situation of disability, which makes the difference between two applicants, and not the fact to be a man or a woman. (Lea)

In other cases though, the personal experience of a woman who takes on various roles, not only that of a worker, but also wife and mother pushes these interviewees to observe more profoundly on the different aspects which differentiate their presence – or absence- in the labour market compared to men. We are dealing with above all the problem of time dedicated to work and that dedicated to the family as well as the difficulties that the disability creates. In fact, women are still today the main component in the family environment who looks after the children and does the housework. This double presence for disabled women who do not receive adequate support from the partner or from the external services for supporting family burdens makes for extreme exertion and this might push them to leave the labour market. Not only, in fact, from Sandrine’s interview, employed with three children, the difficulties emerge and they make the interviewee not feel completely satisfied with her role as a mother and to nurture insecurities in relation to her partner because of the time dedicated to them is not considered qualitatively good. So, the presence of services aimed at supporting the woman, in particular the disabled woman, in her household activities, in moving and looking after of the children can be said to be a necessary tool not only to allow them to maintain their job, but also in order to perceive an improvement in the quality of their lives.

Daily life of an active woman, mother of 3 children, is very hard. With a disability, it is even harder. What to explain more ? That my tinnitus are more emphasised on the evening, after work, and that they prevent me from listening carefully to my children, who want to tell about their school day all 3 at the meantime ? How hard it is every morning and every evening to run after the RER (public transportation), because the “Tin’s” are accentuated by the stress factor, when you fear to miss your train, and being late at work? That I fear sometimes that my husband will leave me for a younger one, who does not have any hearing problems, and who has less stress? (Sandrine)

Agnes’s interview too, based on the experience of her friends or acquaintances, shines a light on the difficulties that women face in the management of a double presence. In particular it emerges that the problems linked to gender are independent from the presence or lack of disability. The need to organise time, therefore appears to be the critical point that the workers must face, especially when inserted in companies which are not interested in adopting flexible approaches for timetabling and family friend  policies. 

What I see or hear in my surroundings is that women have to face their disability, and that they have to fight in their jobs to have adapted working time, they need to have more energy because actually they are often in charge of the children, of the house keeping, and so on. In the recruiting process, or they are too young and inexperienced, or too old, or with children, etc. It is the kind of question a recruiter will not ask to a man for the same job. The friends or relatives women I know disabled or not, are facing the same problematic. (Agnes)

A man with disability stays a man. He is only disabled. He has less strain concerning planning and timetable, children do not cause any problems, since the mother is there to manage. (Sandrine)

Finally, an aspect connected to gender which is experienced by all of the witnesses concerns the difficulties that businesses have in recognising the women as workers who are able to contribute significantly to the company organisation. Being a woman, above all if there are also children and they are over 40, makes for a discriminating factor, even more so if we are dealing with disabled women. The latter do not feel legitimised as workers, in the eyes of the firm, to carry out their profession, even when their qualifications would allow it. The lack of recognition on a working level automatically reflects on a social level. This means the risk that the women may leave the labour market and may lead to marginalisation from society. 

The first difficulty for me was to be engineer and disabled. The position of an Engineer for a woman is hard to legitimate. Maybe it is one the reason why I could not find a job in adequacy to my studies. And now that I am recognized as disabled, it is even harder, because I must face two different types of discriminations…I think for a man in my position it would have been easier, especially by considering the fact that a lot of companies in France are seeking for Engineers recognized as disabled workers (because of the law in France). I did not have the possibility to join those kind of activities. (…)The law in France and the quota is part of the solution, but the human resources managers have to change their minds towards disability, and change their organisational process when it is possible. (Agnes)

I am a woman, I am a mother of 3 children, I am officially recognized as a disabled worker, I am more than 40 Years old. For our society, that means that I am good for nothing! (Sandrine)
In my opinion, I think that disabled women have nearly the same problems than the non-disabled women: problems of recognition, they are less paid for the same work, they are shown as less efficient, balance between work and family… (Lea)

Conclusion

At the end of the analyses carried out from the results of the interviews done in the partner Countries for the Hinge - Handiness and Inclusion as Ground for Equality project, we have tried to find some conclusive thoughts and to indicate a series of operative proposals. Before this though, it is necessary to underline the elements which have emerged from this research. Even though they are particularly important for a general reflection on gender and on the themes of disability and the labour market, they cannot be generalised, in particular because of the small number of interviewees – interviews carried out by partners each in their own territorial context – of women with different types of disabilities and experiences which are therefore difficult to decontextualise. It is not possible to ignore, therefore, that such considerations  for example the interaction between disability and gender in the labour market are complex themes that this research has tried to deal with on the basis of the experience of some disabled women, aiming to understand their needs and the difficulties observed, as well as trying to understand if double discrimination exists and in what way it is dealt with by the disabled women. 

Starting from these suppositions, we are able to state that the main element found which is in common with all of the interviewees, independently of their disabilities, age, qualifications, professions, presence or not of children and nationality concerns the importance attributed to work. Work, in fact, represents an essential starting point for the interviewees’ economical independence, allows them to have recognition of their role in society and to possess decisional autonomy. Not only; carrying out a job is a central aspect for the disabled women because it offers them the opportunity to create new personal relations, to interact with their colleagues and to feel part of a wider community as well as learning new professional skills. Work, then, represents a necessary tool so that the desire for “normality” which emerged from the interviews can be fulfilled. 

Nevertheless, the obstacles which are placed in the path towards insertion for the disabled women into the labour market, and therefore into society are various. It has been observed that in the perception of women generally, the main discriminating element concerns the disability and secondly the fact that they belong to the female gender. According to the interviewees, the level of disability is closely linked to the productivity requested by the company, the main criteria through which people are selected. The difference in gender is perceived particularly by those who have families and small children as happens with able bodied women, the problems relative to time management are based on the existence of the different traditional roles assigned to men and women
. Moreover, discrimination linked to gender and disability are particularly felt when coming from stereotypes and prejudices which describe disabled people as unable to work and the women needing someone to take care of them. 

Regardless of the thoughts expressed by the interviewees, discrimination between men and women with disabilities, when it occurs, takes on the same characteristics as that between men and women who are able bodied. Disabled women run the risk of living double discrimination, in that belonging to the female gender is used to reinforce and to justify continual discrimination against them. 

It emerged that to fight such discrimination which threatens to make victims of the disabled women even in the labour market environment, it is absolutely necessary to offer equal opportunities to access education and vocational training. 

Taking access into education into consideration before anything else, one of the problems revealed concerns the fact that in the choice of scholastic subjects, disabled people decide to go to short term schooling which prepares low and medium profile professional figures. We are dealing with then, paths which are chosen, often as indicated by the parents or by the teachers, independently from the capacities and abilities of the pupils who are not considered suitable to carry out certain professions. In the case of disabled women this stereotype is further reinforced as there is a tendency to enrol in scholastic studies which are “gender based”, traditionally attended by female students rather than male ones. For the disabled women too, therefore, as for able bodied women, there is the risk of educational segregation based on gender which can subsequently become occupational segregation in professions characterised by other female presence but not always requested by the labour market. 

What has emerged highlights the importance that orientation can take on in the transitional phases from one school to another and from secondary school to university - orientation aimed at allowing disabled female students to choose their studies at school and university autonomously, trying to evaluate the different options available.

Some interesting elements have emerged as far as vocational training is concerned, in particular for those who have low level qualifications, it can represent a useful tool to reinforce their skills. Nevertheless, from the interviews it has emerged that in many cases the disabled women are not able to attend such courses as the offer does not foresee services to facilitate access. In fact, a woman, particularly if she works and has a family, has to try and manage the time dedicated to her training with that of work and looking after the children and the house. The lack of child care services for infants or support for the housework, the difficulties with travelling and transport, the putting on of full time courses create an obstacle to their participation in these paths. Moreover, the disability, especially if physical, means greater stress for the women who have to manage a double or triple presence. 

Not only; another aspect relative to obstacles to the participation of disabled women in vocational training courses is the low self esteem which makes the interviewees not believe in their skills or in the possibility that they may be considered valuable.  

Alongside the education and vocational training, another aspect emerged from the interviews regarding the importance of the network of personal relations. If the informal relations do not seem to be determining in the search for a job, those created in the environment of the associations result as being more influential.

In fact, those who participate in one or more of the associations seems to underline the importance that these associations have in relaying information in general and also relative to vocational training courses. Nevertheless, not all of the disabled women know about the existence of such associations and sometimes do not believe that the services offered can provide them with support for their daily activities. Not only, also in this cases as for training courses, it is possible that the participation of disabled women in the world of associationism is blocked by the difficulties in time management, partly due to the insufficiency of “gender” services. 

In the analyses of equal opportunities in the environment of education, training and life in associations, the very important concept of “access”, intended in the wider sense of the term as “physical access to communication, information, services and training” has emerged (International Labour Office, 1999). 

The integration of disabled women into the labour market is a complex process which cannot be limited to the elements here considered, but which need change in society’s and companies’ view of women with disabilities and the consequent behaviour  towards them. In fact, in the search for a job, the disabled woman is often obliged to deal with the stereotypes and the prejudices which society has for them. It has emerged, in fact, that in many cases companies consider the candidates not only as unsuitable to the job proposed but also not competent and not really suitable to work. We are therefore dealing with a lack of recognition of the disabled woman’s skills who suffer double stereotyping, on the one hand the desire to show disabled people as unable to be autonomous and to look after themselves and on the other hand those who consider women’s work as secondary and not as important as that of a man. This is still more evident when women put themselves forward for professional roles which are typically masculine, in that companies’ resistance is even stronger. 

Companies’ reluctance to take on disabled women also derives from the distance which separates the organisational and productive needs from the needs of the disabled woman. In fact, if on the one hand the company requires flexible workers especially in adapting their timetables, availability for overtime work, adapting to the rhythm s and timing required, on the other hand the disabled woman often finds herself facing difficulties stemming from not only her condition, but also this double presence. Therefore, the lack of a company policy which gives values to her resources and skills and taking into consideration her needs – for example through tele work formulas, part time reversible, family friendly timetables – does not allow for a real half way house between the two subjects but on the contrary can lead to a break up. 

The dynamics which are established in the company, are also very complex and involve different subjects in the integration process of the disabled woman, not just the managers, with whom a system of reciprocal expectations is established, but also work colleagues who are not sensitised about problems concerning this insertion.

What has emerged from this research has allowed us to formulate some hypotheses for operative proposals aimed at getting over the obstacles that the interviewees have highlighted. These proposals cannot be considered as resolving the problems examined, but nevertheless can be considered as a base to initialise a reflection on the importance that an approach to gender can take on for disability.

Access to education 

When facing the problems which emerged, it is possible to hypothesise that one of the initial aspects to be reinforced in order to support disabled women in their choice of school studies is that of orientation. It is necessary that female students are informed on the possibilities that the school and university systems make available to them, on the services present in each structure to support disabled women as well as on the occupational opportunities that each path can offer. It would be, therefore, necessary to support the operators responsible for orientation with specific training in order to throw light on the risks that disabled woman can run – educational segregation, a choice  of studies that are subsequently penalised for occupational insertion, a lack of recognition of skills – and the tools to support their difficulties. 

Access to vocational training 

It is necessary to pay particular attention to the vocational training for those who often because of choices connected not only to their disability, but also to gender, like maternity, have abandoned their studies or have low level qualifications. In order for training to continue and so it can also be accessible for disabled women, it would be useful to provide support for the women, like for example vouchers for child care or housework which allow them to manage their time and at the same time allows them not to tire themselves any further. Not only, the vocational training should be considered in a family friendly way, with timetables that are not excessively rigid, part time and with possible on line modules. Finally, alongside the vocational training aimed at improving the disabled women’s skills for their insertion into the labour market, it would be necessary to think about courses for empowerment of the women.

As we have seen, in fact, the disabled women have very little self-esteem and therefore need to reinforce their awareness of their skills and abilities, for example through an appraisal of their skills.  

The sensitisation of companies and diversity management

As we have seen, stereotypes and prejudices are an element that in many cases does not allow the disabled women to see their professional skills recognised by the companies in which they candidate themselves. We are dealing with a false vision which makes the selectors consider the disabled person, particularly if a woman, as not always able to carry out a qualified job. It is possible that this lack of consideration of the candidate is at least due in part to a lack of knowledge of the disability. For this reason it is important to start up an information campaign for sensitisation for companies and aimed at making them understand, not only that the difficulties that the taking on of a disabled person creates can be resolved, for example through specific aids and technological instruments, but also that these disabled workers possess abilities and skills which can offer added value to the business. Moreover, a sensitisation campaign like this should involve both those who manage the human resources as well as the workers in order to create a collaborative and participatory campaign. 

Another aspect which sees the companies directly involved concerns the management of human resources. In fact, it is possible that companies have in their organisation a disabled female worker, but that she does not possess the skills sufficient to best manage the situation. If this happens, it is possible that conflict arises between the disabled woman and the company because of a lack of balance between the needs and necessities of both. Therefore, alongside the campaign for sensitisation, it might be useful to offer the human resources managers the opportunity to receive training inherent to the management of human resources oriented towards diversity management, which considers the characteristics of the disabled people and of women. 

Time management services 

Time management is a problem which emerged in particular from the interviews of those people with small children to take care of and who are therefore in common with the women who are not disabled. In order that this critical aspect can be resolved in the long term, the actions to take on concern all of the dimensions involved, not just the company, but also the family and welfare. Taking the company into consideration, it is necessary to incentivate the use of some instruments for time flexibility which can help manage the needs of both the company and of the worker. We are dealing with, for example the introduction of family friendly timetabling, tele work and part time. The double dimension of disability and gender should be analysed first in order to choose the correct instrument to be used without the risk of further penalising the worker. For this reason, where possible, tele-work could be alternated with physical presence in the company and the part time could be reversible when the conditions that made it necessary no longer exist. The needs for time management, as for health conditions linked to disability, in fact, can be modified over time and can evolve in such a way as to not need any more changes to the time flexibility. 

The family can also play an important part in time management. It is therefore important to start up sensitisation actions on the importance of sharing of work between partners in order to modify a culture which would have the woman as the subject responsible for looking after the children and the house.  

Finally, even adapting the intervention to the specific realities of the single Countries, the intervention of welfare policies could nevertheless relate to the widening of services on offer for infant child care and the extension of pre-existing timetables, the introduction of public transport and accompaniment services for disable people, the distribution of service vouchers – both relative to looking after children and some housework – in order to support families who have time management problems. We are dealing with solutions which have a positive impact on the non disabled people, too.

Access to associative life 

From the interviews some contrary aspects have emerged concerning participation in activities carried out by associations for disabled people. However, two main actions seem to be necessary. The first is for greater diffusion of information concerning the associations which are sometimes not sufficiently well known, the second regards the improvement of accessibility of the activities which involve disabled people. In fact, the transport and accompaniment difficulties and the double presence in the house and at work can be a barrier which is sufficient to stop the women’s participation in the associations. Carrying out actions which favour their participation in these associations could be an important element as it represents a useful instrument against solitude and isolation.

The improvement of transport and accompaniment services 

The problems involved with travelling are not to be underestimated as they can create an obstacle, not only to be able to travel the possible places where the vocational training takes place, but also for getting to work. Those who cannot drive a car because of their disability nor can be accompanied by their family members are often obliged to use inadequate public transport which means greater stress. For this reason, we might hypothesise a system made up of services for people with disabilities which does not require excessively high costs and which would therefore be unacceptable. In particular, these services should be in favour of disabled women with small children, who have the greater need to manage time dedicated to work and their family.
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People don't see me


They think I'm useless


Say any word they want.


Don't I think as they do?


I need to be recognised!





If I walk down the street


They say: "There's a cripple!"


If I handle my crutches


They move away quickly


As though a plane's taking off.





Don't do anything for me!


I need to be on my own.





If I go for work


They say, "No - give her this special, light job."


But "special" means "discrimination".





I need to express my rights


To say what I want.


And remember


My choice is not a mistake.


Don't be shy for me.


Let me be shy for myself. 


Let me speak for myself.





[Estella Jossum]








‘Gender’


Services





Universe of women





Universe of the disabled





Productive system





Dedicated Services 





Dwelling located in area near to commercial activities, to offices and means of public transport





Autonomy of disabled women





Access to one’s dwelling





Personal Assistance and Support in some daily activities 





Accessibility to means of public transport
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