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1. Introduction
The Disability Equals Business (DEB) project is part of the EQUAL programme and has been developed through collaboration with 24 partner organisations. The objective of the EQUAL programme is ‘to test and promote new means of combating all forms of discrimination and inequalities in the labour market, both for those in work and for those seeking work, through transnational co-operation’. 

The DEB project falls under the EQUAL priority of Employability Theme A: Combating discrimination and promoting equality in the workplace. The project commenced in April 2005 and finishes in December 2007. It spans West Sussex, Brighton & Hove City and East Sussex.

2. The Strategic Objectives

The Development Partnership Agreement for the project sets out ten strategic objectives; these are shown in the table below.

	Number
	Objective

	1
	Develop and implement equality and diversity initiatives, policies and practice.

	2
	Engage with employers across the sectors, assisting them to understand the economic and social case for equality and diversity in the workplace.

	3
	Provide support to employers to develop and implement effective equality and diversity policies.

	4
	Provide advice, guidance, training and support to employers to meet the requirements of the DDA.

	5
	Assist employers with the cultural change required.

	6
	Provide support to employers and potential employees in the recruitment and/or retention of employees with disabilities.

	7
	Network with the business community across Sussex.

	8
	Involve the disabled community across Sussex.

	9
	Engage in the transnational partnership to develop and test methods for the transfer of policy and practice relating to equality and diversity in the workplace.

	10
	Monitor and evaluate the impact of the Development Partnership’s work and contribute to mainstreaming.


One of the cornerstones of the project is innovation, and the partnership has sought new and creative ways of attaining the project objectives. Disability Equals Business seeks to offer equal opportunities support and guidance to employers with a view to affecting cultural change within businesses. The project aims to empower employers by explaining to them their legal responsibilities and the business case for employing disabled people.  

3. The Research Process 

A research group was set up in order to discuss the research options and plan a strategy. Desk top research showed that little previous research into the attitudes of employers towards employing disabled people in small to medium sized enterprises had been carried out. 

The aims of the research were to:

-       Capture both qualitative and quantitative information.

-       Measure change in relation to the employment of disabled people across

        businesses visited by the Employment Diversity Consultants (EDCs).                                                                

-      To provide evidence of the levels of effectiveness of the project activities.

-      To inform those undertaking future projects in this field.

-      To add credibility to the project through assessment of progress towards

        the achievement of the strategic objectives.

4. Research Methods

The following research activities were undertaken:

· A survey of all 235 employers who were visited by EDCs, and subsequently sent Action Plans during the year 2006.

· Two focus groups with EDCs, in November 2006 and in April 2007.

· Two focus groups with disabled people, carried out by the East Sussex Disability Association (ESDA), one of the project partners, in April 2007.

· Focus groups with employers and disabled people in July 2007. 

· A qualitative survey of EDCs in August 2007.

· A telephone survey of employers with whom the EDCs had made contact, but who had not taken up the offer of an Action Plan, carried out by Urban Lynx, the project evaluators, in August 2007.

5. Conclusions

At A National Level
· As with many of the previous anti-discriminatory acts the pace of change and the impact on the daily life of those the DDA is designed to empower is slow. Some employers are making real progress, but for others the fact that the DDA is largely unenforceable is a convenient truth. Legislation cannot remove psychological barriers; the negative stereotypes envisioned by employers, or the negative self-beliefs of some job seekers.
· Disabled people have much in common with other socially excluded groups, and share many of the socially created barriers to work that they experience, but with the addition of barriers inherent in the physical environment. Many disabling conditions are invisible and employers remain blissfully ignorant of them as disabled employees feel it is safer not to reveal them.
· Few of the employers made contact with during the project had heard of Access to Work funding. This is one of the government’s key levers to encourage and enable reasonable adjustments to be made in the work place, but the message is not reaching employers.
· The majority of employers met still thought disabled meant using a wheelchair. The lack of knowledge about what constitutes disability shows that the DDA is poorly communicated and understood. 
· There is still a substantial element of ignorance and fear amongst employers. Fear of the costs involved in employing a disabled person, fear of saying the wrong thing, fear of litigation if they get something wrong.
Employer Engagement
· Although the initial engagement with employers was difficult, and to get them to make time to see a DEB consultant took some persuasion, the results of the survey suggests that employers prefer an individual, one to one, face to face approach and that once an employer had the benefit of an interview with a consultant their improved awareness led them to take action. The majority of employers who responded to the survey stated that they had undertaken a number of actions since the consultant’s visit.

· Of the topics covered during visits to employers the consultants found that employers were most interested in the retention of staff. This is important because it has social and psychological benefits for a person who becomes disabled and financial benefits for their employer. Work colleagues may also be happier to help an existing colleague; examples of colleagues rallying to help a person who has become disabled are quoted in the qualitative research.

· When private sector companies contributed to, and presented at, DEB events take up from private sector employers was higher. For example private sector employers were more likely to attend training events where local firms of solicitors or human resource specialists were presenting; these companies appeared to add credibility in the eyes of employers.

· Technical innovations can enable some disabled people and improve their quality of work life, however this does not automatically ensure social inclusion. Individual and group attitudes in the work place and lack of understanding remain huge barriers.

6. Recommendations

At European Level
· Funding must be provided not just locally and nationally, but also across Europe in order for transnational work to continue. The experience of previous anti-discrimination legislation and social inclusion policy demonstrates the need for long-term activity. Disability awareness must be driven to, and kept at, the top of employers’ agendas for years to come if there is to be any far reaching change in employer attitudes and subsequent enhancement to disabled people’s opportunities in the workplace.

At National Level

· Further work must be done to build links between employers and disabled people and to bridge the gaps eg the lack of job skills and team skills. Training for disabled people must be provided in skills appropriate to the current and ongoing labour market requirements. 

· Employers are confused as to where to go for help and advice. There is a clear need for a ‘one stop shop’ advice agency which can answer all of their questions. People do not like being passed around. Employers haven’t got the time for this.

· There must be greater publicity, awareness raising and training for employers on the DDA. Employers need to be informed about the scope of the DDA and what is included in the definition of disability. 

· The business case for the retention of employees who become disabled during their working life needs to be highlighted.

· There must be greater publicity for Access to Work. Few employers met during the DEB project had heard of Access to Work funding and the 

costs of making reasonable adjustments were seen as a barrier to the employment of disabled people.

Managing Future Projects
· Disabled people must be included in disability focused projects. Their input at an early stage can provide key information on the quality and accuracy of information provided via websites, fact sheets and other publications. Representatives with the widest range of different impairments should be sought to gain a broad perspective of the issues.

· Marketing was seen as a key to success; marketing objectives and budgets should be set for future projects in order to present a professional image. Professional marketeers should be engaged from the start of the project. Marketing tools and communications materials also need to be produced by design and print professionals to ensure a professional image is portrayed. Outside professionals also need to be carefully tutored in disability matters, or given access to a subject matter expert to consult with to ensure their work is on-message and appropriate in what can be a politically sensitive area.

· Partners should be chosen with care and communications within the partnership must be clear and focused in order that partners are clear as to their role in the project. Ensure they are appropriate and fully understand and support the project objectives. Their level of involvement and contribution must be agreed and upheld.

· Face to face meetings with employers need to continue as this has been shown to be an effective method of engagement.

· The skills of those employed in future disability related employment engagement projects should be enhanced by training on cold calling, selling and employer engagement.

