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The TUC Commission on Vulnerable Employment

Response from Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB)

About us

As the leading organisation of blind and partially sighted people in the UK, RNIB is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to this consultation. 

We are a membership organisation with over 9,000 members who are blind, partially sighted or the friends and family of people with sight loss. 80 per cent of our Trustees and Assembly Members are blind or partially sighted. We encourage members to be involved in our work and regularly consult with them on government policy and their ideas for change.

As a campaigning organisation of blind and partially sighted people, we fight for the rights of people with sight loss of all ages in each of the UK’s countries. We work to:

· improve provision within health and social care services 

· increase the amount and range of accessible information

· tackle discrimination in employment and get more blind and partially sighted people into work

· ensure a secure income for blind and partially sighted people unable to work or who have retired.

We also provide expert knowledge to business and the public sector through consultancy on improving the accessibility of the built environment, technology, products and services.

Our work on employment

RNIB has contracts for Work Preparation, NDDP, Access to Work, various ESF co-financed projects with Jobcentre Plus, LSC and local authorities and IAG contracts with Connexions. In 2006-7 our employment staff provided advice services to 2774 people, trained 159 employers and supported 746 blind and partially sighted people to gain or retain work.

We have two training colleges that support people with sight loss, many of whom have additional disabilities.

In 2006-7 RNIB Cymru' s employment staff provided advice services to  190 people, trained 16 employers and supported 80 blind and partially sighted people to gain or retain work (43 of these were with Access to Work Technology Assessments).

RNIB also has a specialist welfare rights team accredited to the Community Legal Service Quality Mark.

(1) Overview

1.1 RNIB is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to this consultation. We agree that the time is right to examine what places workers at risk of exploitation at work. Britain's workers face new challenges, for example the growth of a knowledge economy and globalisation. These phenomena affect people living with a disability just as much as they affect the population at large.
1.2 Key issues raised in response to this consultation are:

· Blind and partially sighted people are particularly at risk of vulnerability. They can face workplace discrimination and they often have to contend with ignorant attitudes.

· Many blind and partially sighted adults leave work due to the onset or deterioration of their visual impairment. 

· Over half of blind and partially sighted adults believe their sight loss has affected their career path or choice of jobs.

· Long-term exclusion from the labour market places blind and partially sighted adults out of work at acute risk of disadvantage. Two thirds of working age adults living with sight loss are unemployed, so attention must also be paid to those adults denied the opportunity to secure employment.

· Being able to access support programmes such as Access to Work can make a positive difference to an individual's experience of work, but awareness of these schemes among employers is very low.

· The Government's response to Dame Carol Black's review on the health of the working age population must prioritise support for those at greatest risk of developing an impairment.

· Pioneering employment retention policies is just one solution that employers can lead on. However, challenging vulnerable employment will require concerted action, with state agencies working in close collaboration with the voluntary and private sectors. 

(2) What are the different factors that impact on the power relationship between employers and workers, and therefore place workers at risk of vulnerability?

(a) What impact do the following factors have upon the chances of someone being at risk of experiencing vulnerable employment?

· Health and Disability

2.1 Blind and partially sighted people succeed in a wide variety of jobs and in almost all employment sectors. We can provide plenty of examples of blind and partially sighted people undertaking fulfilling and rewarding roles. In spite of this, the unemployment rate of blind and partially sighted people remains very high at 66 per cent. Two thirds of working age adults affected by sight loss are either unemployed, long-term sick, looking after family or retired. Given this degree of unemployment and economic inactivity we place a great deal of emphasis in promoting back-to-work support and job creation. 

2.2 Arriving at a consensus about what makes a worker 'vulnerable' is a difficult task. There is a legitimate debate to be had about whether it's appropriate to classify a worker as 'vulnerable' by virtue of their personal characteristics. The social model of disability is based on a clear understanding that what 'disables' someone is the disabling environment in which they find themselves. Applying the social model to examine whether disabled people are especially vulnerable in a work context, one could argue that what places them at particular risk of uncertainty and injustice isn't their disability but how the work environment in which they find themselves is not designed to meet their needs. 

2.3 We believe that what places blind and partially sighted workers at risk of vulnerability is often the same thing that places blind and partially sighted people who are out of work at risk of vulnerability. In short, we regard discriminatory attitudes and lack of knowledge about blind and partially sighted people's capabilities as key reasons why both those in work and those outside the labour market are at greater risk of disadvantage.

2.4 Being blind or partially sighted can influence an employer's attitude towards recruitment. 9 out of 10 employers say they think it would be 'difficult' or 'impossible' to recruit a blind or partially sighted person.
 According to research published by the Department for Work and Pensions employers consider people with impaired vision as the most difficult people to employ of a wide range of disabled people. 

2.5 RNIB research has also found that service providers too have limited and limiting views of the abilities of blind and partially sighted jobseekers.
 Lack of awareness or ignorance about blind and partially sighted people's capabilities can cause problems for those already in employment, with too many assumptions being made about what individuals affected by sight loss can and can't do. There is ignorance of the many technologies and adjustments available to support blind and partially sighted people, with too few employers aware of government-funded programmes like Access to Work for example.
2.6 The Government's current 'welfare-to-work' strategy promotes the links between being in employment and reporting good levels of physical and mental health.
 The problem is that a person's chances of securing employment are largely determined by their original health status, for example the extent of their disability. In terms of registration status, people who are registered partially sighted are much more likely to be employed or self-employed than those who are registered blind (43% compared with 25% respectively).
 In the case of blind and partially sighted people, this effectively means that the more severe an individual's disability, the less likely it is that they will have the opportunity to secure employment and the benefits that work offer entails. 

2.7 If a person has complex needs, their chances of being in work decrease. The facts make for stark reading. While 30% of people with a sight problem and one other disability are in employment only 19% of people with two other disabilities and 12% with three other disabilities report being in paid work.
  

2.8 When blind and partially sighted adults were asked about the main reason for leaving their last job, as many as 27 per cent informed the Vision2020 UK 'Network 1000' survey
 it was mainly due to the onset or deterioration of their visual impairment. A further 16 per cent of respondents cited health as the reason why they left their last workplace. 

2.9 Guide Dogs' research shows us that 51% of blind and partially sighted adults believe their sight loss has affected their career path or choice of jobs. This is an interesting finding, because it would seem to suggest that just over half of workers have had to limit, or change their expectations in some way. A study exists which shows a higher proportion of individuals who had been visually impaired from birth or a young age in employment than those who had become visually impaired as an adult.
 It would be useful to assess the extent to which the experience of acquiring a disability as an adult (as opposed to being congenitally disabled, for example) can lead to varied work outcomes. 

2.10 What we know is that the experience of acquiring a sight problem in adulthood can cause many people to change their career. They report feeling they can no longer continue in the same career, and that in some cases they feel they have been "edged" out by their employers. Some of the adults interviewed as part of Guide Dogs' functionality and needs survey
 said they were limited as much by their own perceived restrictions as actual ones. For individuals living with a disability from an early age, the nature and quality of their education has implications for their self confidence.
 

2.11 Baker (2004) has identified four 'typical' groups in terms of their relationships with, and attitudes towards employment. One of these groups was classed 'reluctantly early retired'. This group of workers tends to be composed of individuals who have left work more than two years ago. Primarily due to health reasons these workers saw no option at the time but to take retirement. They regret doing so, especially given what they have learnt retrospectively about the advantages of being in work in comparison with voluntarily leaving the labour market. 

2.12 Once again exclusion from the labour market is very much influenced by the severity of one's disability. So, people who are registered blind are much more likely to have been out of paid work for more than ten years than those who are registered as partially sighted (52% compared with 28%). Of the non-working participants of working age, as many as 42% of those individuals surveyed by VICTAR said they had not worked for more than ten years. This is a particularly worrying statistic, as it indicates that when an individual is out of work it's incredibly difficult for them to move back into it. It would seem to strengthen the argument that every possible step needs to be taken to ensure adults affected by sight loss or a deterioration in health don't prematurely leave the labour market (see 'Insight' box on Employment Retention in Section 5 below). 

· Skill levels

2.13 Looking at skill levels, Guide Dogs for the Blind research informs us that 24% of blind and partially sighted people had no qualifications, as set against 15% of the general population. Interestingly, Network 1000 found that onset of visual impairment at an earlier age was associated with higher educational achievement. This warrants further investigation, but it may reflect the positive impact of early intervention strategies on educational outcome, or may indicate the detrimental effect of later onset of visual impairment on educational access. Research carried out by RNIB in Wales has highlighted concerns about the lack of meaningful work experience opportunities for young blind and partially sighted people. If entry to, and progress in employment is to depend on qualifications and work experience much more needs to be done to ensure blind and partially sighted people have access to the skills and training that will enable them to take advantage of new labour market opportunities. 

· Levels of pay

2.14 Evidence gathered by the Inland Revenue shows that, the average overall income for all taxpayers claiming the Blind Persons' Allowance is 82.45% of the average income of all taxpayers.
 

· Government legislation and regulation

2.15 The reforms to Incapacity Benefit set out in the 2007 Welfare Reform Act are a potential cause of concern. It is very likely that in future, with changes to the Personal Capability Assessment (PCA), disabled people making new claims will not qualify for Employment and Support Allowance and will therefore have to claim Jobseeker's Allowance. This will see them taking part in mainstream programmes that are not designed to meet their needs. We believe that government must undertake urgent analysis of the likely impact of the changes to the PCA and ensure that Job Centre Plus is prepared and resourced to support the projected levels of disabled people who will be claiming JSA.

· Wider social factors 

2.16 The principle of enabling disabled adults to move into mainstream employment has attracted growing support in recent years. RNIB's position is that where participation in mainstream employment is to the benefit of the individual concerned, every effort should be taken to help enable it. Where it's clear participation in a supported employment setting is the preferred option, RNIB is satisfied that disabled adults can go on to profit from rewarding work in this area and progress as far as possible towards the open labour market. 

The Government's forthcoming review of supported employment needs to strike a balance. It's acceptable to encourage greater numbers of disabled people to move into mainstream employment but those who aren't ready to make such a move need to be provided with adequate protection and support. Taking decisions about the future of specialist employment services groups like Remploy must be carefully handled. Closing such provision could prove detrimental to those individuals with the most severe disabilities who require high levels of support to enable them to work productively. 

2.17 Accessing the Government's back-to-work programmes can prove particularly challenging for blind and partially sighted people. Providers of pilots like Pathways to Work tend to concentrate on adults that are fairly close to a return to work. Providers can be tempted to "harvest the lowest hanging fruit", thus excluding those clients furthest away from the labour market. RNIB has worked with a number of Prime Contractors to embed a specialist advisor who understands the needs of blind and partially sighted adults within their provision. Had we not taken this approach there was a danger that working age adults further down the employment continuum - those who are long-term unemployed for example - would have had their needs overlooked. 
2.18 The availability of information and advice services is a significant issue for blind and partially sighted employees. The onset of sight loss in adulthood can cause individuals to lose their self-esteem, and can lead to depression. People with sight loss through age-related macular degeneration (AMD) have depression scores 42 per cent higher than people without sight loss (7.1 out of 21 against 4.1 out of 21).
 Many employees affected by sight loss find they need reliable information and advice at their disposal. In cases of discrimination, or where things go wrong in the workplace, blind and partially sighted workers can even find they need to work with an advocate to help press their claims or represent their interests. It is concerning that funds for information and advice services are so limited. Poor information provision and lack of access to independent advocacy can exacerbate a worker's sense of anxiety at a time of deteriorating health. 
(3) What are the employment experiences of vulnerable workers like?

(a) What are the specific characteristics of vulnerable work in areas including:

· Access to training/Health & Safety
3.1 Impairment support programmes such as Access to Work can offer crucial assistance, but all too often they are beset by administrative and funding problems. In effect, this means blind and partially sighted workers waiting for a period of months as the practical barriers to their employment are lifted. 

3.2 Anecdotal evidence RNIB has compiled indicates a high level of support for the objectives of Access to Work. Blind and partially sighted workers told researchers that unless AtW had been made available to them, they didn't believe they would have been able to remain in employment.
 
3.3 A high proportion of Access to Work users have sight difficulties. In fact published research has found that around a third of Access to Work users has a sight problem (Thornton, 2001)
. Its future operation is clearly a matter of concern to RNIB. We have noted the concern expressed by professionals working in the field of employment and disability that any changes to the programme (such as an increase in employer contributions) would adversely affect the employment outcomes of this group. 

3.4 Market research with blind and partially sighted people that have benefited from Access to Work shows how significant a role the programme can play in enabling blind and partially sighted adults to remain in employment. One of the most striking findings in a 2001 study was that over a third of Access to Work users (35%) rated that it was highly unlikely that they would be in their jobs without the assistance on offer.
 The biggest impact on job retention was found to be the Travel to Work element of Access to Work. The possibility of employers funding the cost of travelling to work and alterations to work premises was found to be very low. 

3.5 For those workers that receive Access to Work assessments, a three month waiting period for support to be provided appeared to be the critical threshold for users. It's unfortunate that self-employed workers - many of whom work from home - experience difficulties in receiving Access to Work support. Given the support on offer includes special aids and equipment like scanners and lamps, a large number of working age adults are being consigned to poor health simply because they work from home. Access to Work has clear health benefits, with users reporting that before they received equipment and aids they suffered from a range of problems including eye strain, neck, back and headaches. These problems often occurred as a result of peering at the computer screen too intensely (also see Edwards, 2004). 

3.6 The health benefits of Access to Work aren't just physical in nature. Apart from discussing the tangible benefits of equipment (for example, improved work output and the reduction in pain and discomfort) blind and partially sighted users surveyed would talk about the positive effects on their psychological wellbeing. Users would discuss how much their working lives had improved and how happy they were about no longer having to rely on colleagues for help. In the past the latter aspect had made workers affected by sight loss feel like a 'burden' or 'hindrance'. 

3.7 As part of a package of support, disabled workers might have access to a support worker who aids them with particular tasks. Blind and partially sighted workers receiving assistance from a support worker have said they can fear looking for a new job in case joining a new workplace means the support they've benefited from gets withdrawn or is no longer available. A blind schoolteacher told researchers that they benefited from having a support worker, but they were anxious such assistance might not be available in the future:

"Very grateful but at the same time I know how tight the school budget is and I feel really bad…And it makes you feel... tied, not because I owe them something because they done this for me but because I've got a head teacher who feels that, that was what was needed. What happens if I want to move to another school and they haven't got the funds? No school's got spare money."

3.8 Access to Work makes a tangible difference, but unfortunately awareness amongst employers remains low. Previous research has found that awareness of job retention initiatives amongst employers is generally low (Corden and Thornton; 2002). Two thirds of the employers interviewed in an RNIB study had not been aware of AtW prior to their employee's application.
 Other complaints include delays in receiving equipment and support, Access to Work not meeting the company's requirements so funding all adjustments themselves, a bureaucratic process lacking in managerial control, and the fact the programme is under-resourced leaving some large companies not receiving any funding. 

· Hours of work

3.9  The Network 1000 research shows that sixty-eight per cent of blind and partially sighted people in paid employment said that they worked full-time.  Of those who worked part-time, 26% said it was mainly due to their visual impairment. 

· Job security

3.10  Findings from the Network 1000 survey show that the vast majority (94%) of visually impaired people in employment view their work as being 'permanent' rather than 'temporary'. It is pleasing to note that the majority of working people (82%) affected by sight loss say that, overall, they are happy with their job.
 

3.11 The main reasons for blind and partially sighted people not being satisfied with the workplace included a general lack of awareness about blind and partially sighted people, a lack of required support, including equipment, coping with misperceptions and stereotypes, and lip service to equal opportunities.

3.12 

Insight: Case Study of Vulnerable Employment 

Note: For confidentiality reasons we have had to keep the names of the individuals and employers concerned anonymous.

Mr E gave this national Mortgage Broker 22 years of service. He was registered blind
 when he first got the job, but his sight deteriorated to the extent that he was no longer able to carry out some of his duties. Although he had previously had an Access to Work assessment, the equipment made available to him wasn't fully compatible with his employers' IT system. His employer gave him three options. He was offered a redundancy package, which he declined. He was told he could reduce his hours and limit his work to those duties he was capable of carrying out without having to use a PC. Finally he was offered a package of private health insurance which could give him a further 5 years of service paid at 75% of his full salary. 

He didn't feel comfortable with any of these options but he accepted the final option as he would remain technically employed and it would allow him to apply for any suitable vacancies that arose. His five year period of additional service is now nearing its end and his union Representative has informed him that unless he can find an alternative job within the organisation before the period expires at the end of 2007, he will lose his right to further pay. During this five-year period Mr E feels he has been given little support or guidance. He is frustrated that the reason he had to leave his post was because the JAWS system that makes computer software accessible is incompatible with the computers the employer use to carry out their work.

Mr E would like to return to work and he still feels he has much to contribute. Although RNIB aren't taking a case on behalf of this client, and it's unclear whether the employer is in breach in any way, this episode provides clear evidence that workers affected by sight loss can be left with very few options. Mr E was left feeling unsupported just because his disability became more severe and he even reported that his concerns weren't taken that seriously by his union representative.

(4) What are the impacts of vulnerable employment?

4.1 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) have carried out lots of research into the links between disability and social exclusion. Using data from a major national survey of 10,000 adults interviewed each year, their research reveals that adults whose incomes place them in the poorest fifth of the population are two and a half times more likely to become disabled in any one year than those in the top fifth.
 The fact this risk grows when adults are out of work or in low status jobs, such as machine operators or catering, means we need to pay special attention to those individuals whose income places them at greatest risk. Having established this link between income and onset of disability, the Government must ensure its response to Dame Carol Black's review of the health of Britain's working age population prioritises support to those at greatest risk of developing an impairment.

4.2 The fact that a quarter of individuals who have become disabled are already living in households whose net incomes place them below the poverty line should highlight the impact becoming disabled has on the lives and incomes of family members. The JRF study revealed that one in ten partners of people who have become disabled reported taking on caring responsibilities as a consequence. In some cases they would even give up their job. People whose health deteriorated suddenly and unexpectedly experienced a larger fall in household income over the period of a year than those whose impairment developed gradually (CASE, LSE). Suddenly becoming disabled can act as a huge shock to all concerned; single people need to be much better protected against the risk of falling below the poverty line.

(5) What are the solutions to vulnerable employment?

5.1 RNIB regards disability awareness courses as an effective means of training new employees to take account of disabled people's needs. We encourage employers to go on training courses to understand the needs of blind and partially sighted people so they can improve the service they offer. RNIB's visual awareness training course dispels the myths and stereotypes surrounding sight loss. Courses can be tailored to meet the specific needs of an organisation, for example advising employers on how to make their information accessible to everyone. 

5.2 One 'solution' that local authorities ought to be leading on is providing greater support to community services that provide independent information, advocacy and advice. Challenging vulnerable employment will require concerted action, not just on the part of voluntary and public sector organisations, but employers too. To ensure Britain makes full potential of its workforce employers will need to demonstrate a lot more willingness to engage with the growing pool of older and disabled workers. In practice that means improving their knowledge on what constitutes an inclusive workplace. 

5.3 Some employers are already leading the way in terms of disability friendly recruitment and retention policies. Lloyds TSB is just one example of a national employer that recognises the benefits of recruiting and retaining workers with a disability (see box on Employment Retention provided below). 

5.4 

Insight: Employment Retention 

In 'Britain is Working', Labour said it would go further to promote full civil rights for all disabled people. They stated that they would take:

"…action to ensure that employers fulfil the requirement already on them to make reasonable adjustments for disabled workers including where appropriate granting leave in respect of their disability and the permission to phase a return to work without fear of losing their employment or livelihood".
 

Their ambition was further outlined in the Warwick Agreement. 

The financial case for retaining disabled staff

There is clear evidence demonstrating the business case for introducing Employment Retention policies. A cost-benefit analysis provided to RNIB by Lloyds TSB shows that the estimated cost of retaining a disabled person in work and providing them with an appropriate package of support is far less than losing and then having to replace that worker. 

Increasing numbers of employers, including Lloyds TSB, and other household names such as BT and Royal Mail understand the benefits of retaining disabled employees. With the backing of charities like RNIB they are pioneers in this field, piloting schemes that provide support to allow disabled employees to adjust to changing circumstances and remain in work.

Lloyds TSB's experience

Lloyds TSB found that once they had taken into account actual and estimated costs they would have to pay for a disabled employee who is not retained it would prove costlier than providing, for example, new equipment or occupational health management for that employee enabling them to return to work. The costs for a disabled worker not retained would include an initial period of sickness absence, termination of that person's contract and recruiting a replacement.

The estimated cost of terminating a typical member of clerical staff's contract is on average £3,230, rising to over £8,000 for a manager. 

For a typical manager who becomes disabled, the estimated financial benefit of keeping them in work totals £9,095 because costs of contract termination, business disruption and recruitment do not have to be absorbed. These costs would together be over £13,000. 

These estimates from one major employer show the clear economic sense of trying to retain employees who are at risk of leaving their jobs because of ill health or disability. RNIB needs to continue promoting the benefits of employment retention, and hopes that professional and representative organisations like the Trades Union Congress can join them in this effort.

(6) What other information should the Commission be considering?

6.1 We believe it would be useful if the Commission addressed the wider question of vulnerability among all working age adults. A considerable number of unemployed or long-term sick people would like to get back into the labour market. Taking this into account and also noting the fact that a sizeable number of those individuals that have taken early retirement now regret doing so, RNIB believes the study of vulnerability needs to be opened up beyond the confines of what specifically takes place in the workplace. 

6.2 As the title of a recent Government consultation suggests, being in work can help to make an individual 'better off'. Of course this isn't always the case, but broadly we recognise this to be the truth. For one reason or another two thirds of working age adults affected by sight loss either forgo or are denied this opportunity for improved income. To properly determine what places blind and partially sighted people at special risk of vulnerability, we believe vulnerability in work needs to be viewed, not as a fixed state, but rather as something far more fluid. The risk of vulnerability is permanent and it can affect any individual. RNIB would be interested to work with the TUC and other partners to examine the unique set of factors facing working age adults living with a disability. 

For more information about this consultation response please contact:

Andrew Kaye

Policy Analysis Officer

Royal National Institute of Blind People

105 Judd Street

London

WC1H 9NE

020 7391 2136

andrew.kaye@rnib.org.uk 
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