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Abstract. People with disabilities are a largely untapped employment
resource in many countries. About 48.5% of people with disabilities are
employed in the European Union (EU), compared with only 24.4% in
Latvia. Although there has been some progress on employing disabled
people in Latvia, as the statistical facts and figures show, the problem still
remains. This paper investigates how developing disability management
in the workplace could open the possibilities for work for people with
disabilities. It can be matched with the opportunities to increase the
employment rate according to the European Disability Strategy (2010-2020)
objectives, as well as fighting against social exclusion and allowing practical
implementation of the United Convention on the rights of this group of
people in Latvia. The aim of this research is to analyse the employment
problems for people with disabilities and investigate disability management
trends in Latvia. The main findings of this research are as follows:
1) people with disabilities are not considered as a prospective labour force by
employers, 2) Latvian companies generally play a passive role in recruiting
disabled people, especially those who have never had work experience with
disabled people, 3) employers think that they do not receive state institutions’
interest and support to encourage them to employ people with disabilities.
The disability management is developing, although it shows quite slow
movement in understanding people with disabilities as a valuable human
resource.

Key words: ability to work, social inclusion, untapped employment
resource, employers’ attitude.

1 Introduction

People with disabilities are a largely untapped employment resource in many countries.
At a European level, the employment rate of people with disabilities is about twenty-three
percentage points lower compared to people without disabilities. About 48.5% of people with
disabilities are employed compared to 71.4% of people without disabilities (data of 2013) [1].
At the European Union level, the employment rate of severely disabled people is 29%, for
people with a moderate disability, it is 56% and for non-disabled, it is 71% [1]. The situation
across Member States differs significantly. The situation in the labour market for people with
disabilities in Latvia is shown in Table 1 [2, 3]. From all the registered disabled people, 23.2%
are employed, whereas the employment rate among people aged 20-64 reached 72.5% in
2015 [4].
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Table 1. People with disabilities and Latvian labour market at the end of 2015.

The number of people with 174 060 | Percentage of all 8.64%
with disabilities (VDEAVK) population (CSP)

The number of registered 8230 Percentage of all 10.5%
unemployed people with disabilities (NVA) unemployed (NVA)

The number of employed people 40 450 | Percentage of all employed | 4.5%
people with disabilities (VSAA) (VSAA/CSP) 4.5%

Sources: Ministry of Welfare of Latvia, Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (CSP), The State Employment Agency
(NVA), The State Social Insurance Agency (VSAA), The State Medical Commission for the Assessment of Health
Condition and Working Ability (VDEAVK).
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Fig. 1. The number of people with disabilities and employed people with disabilities, 2008-2015.
Source: The State Social Insurance Agency (VSAA).

As the statistical facts and figures show, there is a problem of inadequate employment
among people with disabilities in Latvia (Fig. 1) [5].

As can be observed from Fig. 1 and Fig. 2, the amount of people with disabilities tends
to grow significantly but, as to the amount of employed disabled people, growth is very slow
and has almost remained at the same level during the last two years [5].

In this context, the unemployment level at the end of 2016 in Latvia was 6.5%, 78357
people were unemployed; 9441 were people with disabilities which makes them 12% of
all the unemployed [6]. The situation of people with disabilities shows the difficulties they
encounter when trying to enter the labour market. In addition, the Labour Law restrictions on
the job contract may affect employers’ choice not to recruit people with disabilities, because
if the person is recognised as a disabled person, an employer has limited possibilities for
terminating the contract [7]. At the same time, it is important to draw attention to the fact that
the rise in unemployment is also related to the activities of disabled people. Widely available
information for people with disabilities, as well as employers, gives new opportunities for
training and employment services and, consequently, people with disabilities have an interest
to register and participate in the State Employment Agency activities.

Latvia’s at-risk-of-poverty and social exclusion rate is among the highest in the EU. The
coverage of activation measures remains low, particularly for the long-term unemployed. The
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Fig. 2. Employed people with disabilities as a proportion of the total number of people with disabilities,
2008-2015. Source: TheState Social Insurance Agency (VSAA).

combination of poor health and insufficient social services hampers effective reintegration in
the labour market. The Academic Network of European Network Disability experts admits
that there has been some progress on the employment of disabled people but recommends
key points for Latvia — to improve employability and vocational education and training for
people with disabilities [8].

During the last decade, the disability policy at the European level has changed from a
formerly disregarded branch of traditional social policy into a modern policy formation,
which comprises not only social protection and labour market integration, but also equal
rights and non-discrimination [9]. Disability policy implies, on the one hand, a set of
traditional social policy measures such as programmes for social protection and labour
market integration. On the other hand, it is part of the non-discrimination policy as well.
Together with gender, ethnic origin, religion or belief, age and sexual orientation, disability
is covered by the equal rights legislation of the European Union [10]. Although there are
no available statistics to prove discrimination cases, according to the study which surveyed
Latvian citizens, 50% of respondents believe that discrimination on grounds of disability is
relatively common in Latvia [11]. It is found that employers do not have any understanding
about disability, its consequences and the restrictions on people with disabilities in life and job
opportunities that hinder them from having effective participation in the labour market [12].
Social entrepreneurship can be mentioned as one of the possible mechanisms of support and
integration for people with disabilities and other disadvantaged social groups. Its principal
objective is for important communal social problem solving using business methods. Such
business development also contributes to employment, including helping disadvantaged
people into the labour market, thereby reducing poverty and social exclusion. Work on this
form of entrepreneurship development is continuing at both the Latvian and the EU level.

Authors of this paper are concerned about how developing disability management in the
workplace could open the possibilities for work for disabled people. It can be matched with
the opportunities of increasing the employment rate according to the European Disability
Strategy (2010-2020) objectives [13], as well as with fighting against social exclusion and
implementation of the United Convention on the rights of this group of people in Latvia [14].
In 2013 the Ministry of Welfare worked out strategic guidelines and planning documents
for implementing the Convention on the rights of people with disabilities for the years
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2014-2020 [15]. Documents do exist, but how effective they are and how they match
employers’ motivation to recruit disabled people makes one of the research questions. There
are specific situations of disability management in the workplace in Latvia compared with Old
Europe; partly it is influenced by the heritage from the past — the Soviet system, economic,
legal, social and psychological issues, which add up to a complexity of barriers for this group
of people.

Aim and tasks of the study. The study question of this paper is what kind of trends in
employment of people with disabilities can be observed. The aim of this research is to analyse
the problems for employing people with disabilities and investigate employment trends for
disabled people in Latvia. The following tasks are set up: 1) to study employers’ attitudes
towards the employment of people with disabilities in Latvia and 2) to find out the reasons
for the low employment rate of people with disabilities. Research focused on the employers’
demands to determine the professions and special skills required for people with severe
disabilities.

Research methods. Authors used descriptive and analytical research of secondary
resources. An employers’ survey was used as a primary method — questionnaire and
interviews. The employers’ survey was done in June 2016 by KPMG (Klynveld, Peat,
Marwick & Goerdeler), Baltic on the request of The Social Integration State Agency
[16]. One of the authors of this paper participated in this research team. Employers were
reached through the following organisations representing employers: the Latvian Chamber of
Commerce and Industry which unites one thousand three hundred and sixty-seven companies,
forty-seven industry associations, nine city business clubs, and eleven other businessmen’s
unions, the Employers’ Confederation of Latvia which unites and represents five thousand
companies, sixty-six sector-based and regional business associations and federations, the
Civic Alliance, Latvia which unites one hundred and thirty-five members from the NGO
sector, the Latvian Association of Local and Regional Governments and the Foreign
Investors’ Council in Latvia.

Disability management in the workplace has been given rather limited research attention.
The question for further discussion of this study is: how to arouse the interest of employers
to employ people with disabilities.

2 Results
2.1 Experience of employing people with disabilities

According to the results of research carried out within the framework of the Leonardo da
Vinc i project “Ability not Disability in the Workplace” [17] in 2011, Latvian companies
generally play a passive role in recruiting people with disabilities, especially those who have
never considered hiring a disabled person. They believe that Latvian public associations and
foundations should be the first ones to offer disabled people a job option [17].

In 2014 the survey of the Latvian Association for People Management (LAPM) members
showed that more than half of companies (55%) are currently employing people with
disabilities, 16% used to employ disabled people previously and 27% had no experience of
employing people with disabilities [18]. The Latvian Association for People Management
connects human resource professionals from two hundred and twenty organisations.

In contrast, the survey, done by KPMG Baltics in 2016 [16], showed a different picture:
63% of all employers had never employed people with disabilities, 32% had employed people
with disabilities and 4% had experienced employing people with mental disorders.

Different results of surveys can be explained by different samples. Undeniably, not only
the size of the samples but also respondents’ qualifications influenced the results. Human
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Fig. 3. Experience of employers of hiring disabled people within the last 3 years, 2016. Source:
KPMG Baltics “Labour market demand study to employ people with significant disabilities and mental
disorders”, The Social Integration State Agency.

resource professionals from LAPM, representing the company strategic approach to human
resources, made an impact on these significant differences. The LAPM survey cannot
represent the situation of all Latvian companies, but it shows how big differences exist
in the experience of employing people with disabilities.

A company operates not only within markets, but also within a society. Interactions
among business, government and society are infinite and their meaning is open to
interpretation [8—19]. It is possible to single out four simple mental models: the market
capitalism model, the dominance model, the countervailing forces model and the stakeholder
model [ibid]. Depending on the model used, a person will think differently about the
scope of business power in society, the criteria for managerial decisions, the extent of
corporate responsibility, the ethical duties of managers and the need for regulation [ibid].
Characteristics of these models are included in Table 2. Although these models have been
developed historically, they all co-exist in modern times in different societies. In each of
these models, different disability management can be applied.

Whichever model of the business-government-society relationship one might find
compelling, it is clear that businesses operate in the dynamic environment comprised of
several specific environments such as legal, governmental, cultural, natural, technological
and economic and is influenced by them. The role of governments is not only to encourage
and constrain businesses but also to ensure that society will not abandon those who fail.

A very important factor that makes a negative impact on social policy is the shadow
economy in Latvia. The shadow economy index was 21.3% in 2015. The index measures the
size of the shadow economy as a percentage of GDP; it combines estimates of misreported
business income, unregistered or hidden employees, as well as unreported “envelope” wages.
The largest component of the shadow economy in Latvia is unreported business income
(44.4%), followed by envelope wages (34.9%) and then unreported or unregistered employees
(20.7%) [20]. Companies which do not pay all their taxes, illegally pay salaries and hide
revenues probably do not hire people with disabilities and certainly do not make a supportive
work place environment for disabled people.

Employers should be aware that the Latvian workforce is aging as it was reported by the
Cabinet of Ministers [21] and OECD [22], and that they will face the fact of disability more
and more. A significant proportion of people are affected by disability at some point during
their working lives. Marketing and public opinion research centre SKDS in the survey of
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Fig. 4. Would you consider hiring people with disabilities or mental disorders? Source: KPMG Baltics
“Labour market demand study to employ people with significant disabilities and mental disorders”,
The Social Integration State Agency.

the Latvian Association for People Management found that in 39% of the companies there
has been at least one case when an employee, during his or her employment period, has
acquired a disability. A half of those — 50% of the employees — acquired heart and vascular
diseases, haemophilia, HIV, tumours, etc., while 31% acquired movement disorders. 76% of
these employees returned to the company after the state of health had improved [18]. People
with disabilities are the only minority that any person can join at any time [23]; and two
populations the “disabled” and “the non-disabled” are fluid rather than fixed [24], therefore,
companies should take care of the health issues of their employees and that should be a part
of disability management.

2.2 Willingness to employ people with disabilities

The research shows (Fig. 4) that only 10% of organisations indicated their willingness
to employ people with disabilities, 19% would employ with state support, but 37% of
respondents were indecisive and their answer is probably, 28% of respondents who answered
negatively (“no” and “rather no” included).

As stated in the EU2020 strategy, people with disabilities are included in national
level policy planning papers although concrete measures regarding them are not provided.
Concerning measures included in the National Reform Programme, all issues to be developed
between 2014 and 2020 and the Partnership Agreement are in compliance with the promotion
of, and access to, employment, education and social inclusion for people with disabilities.
According to the state programme employers can receive financial support within subsidised
employment measures. As reported in the European Semester 2015/2016 country fiche on
disability, the number of employed in subsidised working places was four hundred and ninety-
seven in 2012 and it is planned to be seven hundred in 2017 [3]. The financial support
is provided for twenty-four months, after that period that employer can decide to hire the
disabled person or not. As statistics show, 67% of people with disabilities, after participation
in special programmes, got a permanent job placement [25].
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Table 3. Factors which discourage employers from hiring disabled people.

1) | People with disabilities attitude to work

2) | Lack of suitable qualifications, knowledge and skills

3) | Concerns with problems linked to lost working capacity. Work abilities — quality and speed

4) | Ability to solve problems independently, notablyfor a disabled person with mental disorders

5) | The need to adapt the workplace and time needed to support disabled people

6) | Need for technical aids and adjustments in the work place, need for part-time jobs

7) | Lack of competence to employ people with disabilities

8) | Do not have a suitable vacancy because of industry specifics

9) | Concerns with health and safety aspects.Will there be more work accidents? Does it mean
higher absenteeism?

10) | No willingness to hire disabled people with mental disorders

11) | Public stereotypes and prejudices

12) | Concerns with regard to social interaction, fear that co-workers will react negatively

13) | Lack of financial information and educational support from the state. Specially educated
and trained support person needed

14) | Not stimulating legislation

Sources: KPMG Baltics “Labour market demand study to employ people with significant disabilities
and mental disorders”, 2016 [16], and Leonardo da Vinci “Ability no Disability in workplace”, 2011
[17]. Authors’ construction.

According to KPMG Baltics survey [16], 68% of employers indicated that they had not
been informed about subsidised employment measures, 27% indicated that they had been
informed, but only 5% of respondents pointed out that they were informed and that they
use this state supported programme. The survey data shows evidence that there is a lack of
cooperation between the state and employers.

The employer’s ability to adapt the workplace for people with disabilities is as follows:
45% of employers indicated that they are able to adapt the workplace for disabled employees,
37% said they can but with state support, only 18% indicated they cannot adapt the workplace
[ibid].

For better understanding of the employers’ attitudes, it is helpful to explore what factors
discourage the hiring of people with disabilities. The main reasons are summarised in Table 3.

As the main obstacles to employing people with disabilities, employers pointed out
1) shortage of skills that negatively may affect the quality of work and productivity, 2) ability
to solve problems independently, 3) lack of stimulating legislation, 4) lack of state support
and adjustment for the workplace.

Other research results in different countries show quite a similar picture [26, 27]. The
point of the study of different experiences in other countries is better to understand the
strategies needed to be implemented in order to reach the employment goals for people with
disabilities in Latvia.

3 Conclusions

Despite state plans for programmes and measures to involve people with disabilities in
the labour market, results show very slow improvement. In general,the State Employment
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Agency’s subsidised workplace programme is a good initiative, which helps to integrate into
the labour market people with disabilities. The problem with a subsidised workplace is that it
is terminated.

The economic, social and legislation environment for businesses makes very weak
motivation to work in a socially responsible way and hire and retain disabled people. The
work environment for people with disabilities is favourable in those companies with high
corporate values and culture, who have diversity management and disability management as
strategies for human resources, who have developed corporate social responsibility strategies.
It very much depends on how companies see the business — government — society relationship,
the way the businesses reach their goals.

Unfortunately, Latvian companies generally play a passive role in recruiting disabled
people, especially those that have never hired a disabled person. At present, employers are
not interested in employing people with mental disorders (only 17% would delegate business
functions). The reasons for avoiding employment of people of disabilities could be that the
employer does not know how to work with this type of employee. According to the survey
results, only 5% of employers have had experience of employing a person with mental
disabilities. Another reason — the organisation does not have the functions of the delegate.
According to the current understanding and without any additional education, employers are
not able to determine precisely the areas in which they can delegate business functions to
disabled people.

Employers are not ready for the work process redesign and they do not see distance work
as a good option for employing disabled people.

Barriers and prejudices are alive in society. State institutions have to implement
informative and educational activities to change the attitudes of employers and the public.

The appropriate changes in labour legislation are needed in order to serve both the
employer’s and the employee’s interests. The law of Social Entrepreneurshipis being
developed. There might be new vacancies directly to the target groupwho employ people with
disabilities, so state institutions’ cooperation with social entrepreneurs should be developed.

Theoretical and practical training for employers can be seen as one of the crucial
elements in the employment of people with disabilties. There are no professional standards
for Managers and Human Resource managers on how to recruit, retain and work with disabled
people.

The authors wish to thank KPMG Baltics and the Social Integration State Agency for support and
permission to use unpublished research results.
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