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White
Good evening.  So what do you do then?  It's a standard question isn't it, as we try to place people at a party, in the pub, bored in a long queue?  You know instantly what you're being asked - what job do you do.  It's how we pigeon hole people.  And I know this is uncomfortable to hear for a lot of In Touch listeners because the fact is only about one in four of visually impaired people of working age has a job.  And it's been stuck stubbornly at around that level for a long time.  That's the theme of tonight's discussion - why is this such an intractable problem at a time when the government is telling us that it won't patronise us by implying we can't work, where are the jobs and where's the help to get them and can life without work be a satisfying one?

Let me bring in first Seema Flower, now Seema is self-employed - she runs her own hairdressing company, she's not cutting the hair but running the business.  But Seema, I mean you took that step because of your experiences in the open employment market so what were those experiences, what happened to you?

Flower
Going back about 25 years ago I applied for a job for telephone sales operator.  I'd just finished college at that stage and I was successful in getting the job but at that point I hadn't actually disclosed I had a disability because it was very, very difficult to get an interview if you actually disclosed you had a disability.  Once I'd actually got the job and they told me I was successful I disclosed I had a visual impairment and I was told at that point that I couldn't have the job because of the non-disclosure.

White
So really you were caught between a rock and a hard place - you thought you wouldn't get an interview if you disclosed, you disclosed you were then told you hadn't got the job because you had not been honest?

Flower
That's right.

White
Was that a typical experience - presumably you went for other jobs, I mean I suppose it's the attitudes you encountered that I'm interested in?

Flower
I probably applied for about say a hundred jobs, on 50 or so I would get rejection letters just not being interviewed at all on the ones that I'd actually had disclosed I had a disability but on the ones I didn't I'd probably would get through to the interview stage.  And it was very difficult and it still is very difficult I think for people to find employment if you're visually impaired.

White
So what made you finally go self-employed and think I'll run me own business?

Flower
I've worked for the RNIB for about eight years, I've also worked as a careers advisor as well but the thing is my sight was deteriorating and I wanted to work for myself, I wanted to be able to feel I was in control and running my own business and I suppose that's what made me take the leap.

White
Okay, well listening to that is Ellie Southwood who's vice chair of external affairs on the RNIB's group board but has also worked as a head-hunter in the open employment market.  Ellie, how do you react to that story, I mean not talking there about necessarily one of the standard jobs but maybe some of the standard reactions?

Southwood
Absolutely and some of the standard concerns as well about disclosure and certainly when I was speaking to candidates about whether they wanted to be put forward for jobs and what they were interested in candidates who disclosed to me that they had a disability were very often concerned about disclosing that to the client.

White
So just from your experience why do you think these employment figures amongst visually impaired people are so stubbornly unmoving?

Southwood
It's really frustrating and partly I think it's to do with shifting demographic, so I wonder what the demographic of blind and partially sighted people who are out of work now, how that compares to 15 years ago.

White
You sound as if you've got a suspicion - what do you think it might be?

Southwood
So I think that a demographic of 15 years ago was more about people who had perhaps been born with sight loss, who had grown up as being visually impaired, whereas now there are lots of people who are visually impaired and have other disabilities as well, who perhaps wouldn't have been included in that demographic of being able to work 15 years ago and also lots of people who are acquiring sight loss and we know that unfortunately one of the first things that people often do when they realise they're losing their sight is that they resign.  And it's amazing how quickly somebody can move away from the labour market after they have resigned.

White
So we could be harder to place - that's what you're saying?

Southwood
Yes in a way.

White
Alright.  Well look someone who's spent the past four years also trying to get to grips with this problem is Dr Fred Reid, Fred spent his working life as a historian but he's taken a consistent interest in employment issues for visually impaired people both in his work with the National Federation of Blind People, he's also chaired the RNIB's employment committee.  

Dr Reid, the work you're doing is for the European Blind Union, what exactly are you trying to discover?

Reid
When we started out on this research the basic question was - are we different, are comparable countries in the European Union the same?  And we wanted to probe that question because there were a lot of travellers' tales about people would tell you oh it's very much better in Germany or it's very much better in Sweden or whatever.  So I think the first point to emphasise that's come out of our research, which by the way is called the Hidden Majority because our research shows that a majority of visually impaired people are economically inactive in every member state of the European Union, and what comes out is that there isn't anywhere that's markedly better, there are places that are markedly different but as you said our rate of economic activity is about 75% - one in four people in jobs - it's much the same in Germany, much the same in Sweden, much the same in the Netherlands - all countries are comparable to us.

White
So what's your take on why employment for blind people in the UK - we'll come back to the others but in the UK - why has it stalled?

Reid
What I can tell you with some certainty is that if you look back to 1945 there were 10,000 registered blind and partially sighted people in employment.  By 1990 there were - what there more or less is now about 25,000.  That progress, in my view, was brought about because the state financed employment services from 1945 paying for things like rehabilitation and equipment to do your job, the most important thing of course was the Access to Work programme introduced in the 1980s.  And that's how we got up to this plateau, round about 1990.  Now it stalled there and it can't be anything to do with the depression since 2008 because it was stalling there quite a long time before that - that's right.  So the question is why did it stall?  Now Ellie mentioned the demographic for blind people, visually impaired people, that's right, there are more people with complex needs, as we call them.  More important than that, I think, and this is a hypothesis I want to flat, is that around about the 1960s a whole raft of people who were thought not to be employable suddenly became recognised as employable, the most important group being people with intellectual disabilities of whom there are about a million.  So the size of the problem that the state is confronting in funding services grew exponentially.

White
Right.  Now presumably you're not saying that wasn't a good thing but you're saying it was something that couldn't be as easily afforded, basically?

Reid
Exactly the problem becomes very much bigger for the state and of course what the state does - what the state employment services have always done since 1945 is they look for the elite, they look for people who are easy to employ and as Ellie was emphasising people who have been blind for a long time, maybe from birth, people who have got no other disabilities, people who have got good brains, you get a return on them, you plough the money in and you get the return back.  Now when you widen it to people with other disabilities or intellectual difficulties the elite is much bigger and so the blind are competing.  I'll just give you a classic example:  when we interviewed the employment services in the Netherlands the woman who ran it looked me straight in the eye and she said - why should anybody care about the blind?

White
Any more than anyone else.

Reid
That was the implication.

White
I'll come back to you on this Fred and what other countries do but Ellie, what's interesting about that is Fred is saying really the money ran out, in a way, we're trying to look after more people.  What about the jobs though - haven't they, in a sense, run out?  I mean I'm thinking of jobs like physiotherapy, I'm thinking of jobs like telephone operators, I'm thinking like aspects of sheltered employment - these were all areas where a lot of people got jobs and they got jobs - people who didn't need university degrees, people who just wanted a decent job with a decent wage to run a decent life?

Southwood
Yeah, I mean - and lots of those jobs have been automated or are now done by machines, so there is definitely a change in the labour market and that is particularly affecting people who perhaps haven't been to university, those sort of manual jobs - people who would ordinarily do bar work and I know as a teenager I was desperate to earn some cash and wanted to do bar work and...

White
Work on a building site.

Southwood
... builders - it's not possible.

White
No we - you and I wouldn't have done very well on a building site.

Southwood
No unlikely.

White
Can I just go to Seema and say I mean were you noticing that as you started what were the choice of jobs available to you?

Flower
To be honest with you I didn't - after 1990 and after I left the RNIB I wasn't actually actively looking for employment, so I couldn't really answer that question for you because I decided I wanted to work for myself.

White
Right, so in a way you didn't care what you did as long as you were running it?

Flower
Exactly, this is true yeah.

White
Fred.

Reid
Can I take up the point you were exploring there though?  It's quite true what you say that there were lots of blind people employed in these jobs that you mentioned - physiotherapy, sheltered employment and so forth.  On the other hand it meant that a lot of square pegs were pushed into round holes because people said well you'll be a physiotherapist...

White
They said it to me.  I have a blind brother, he was a very successful physiotherapist and they all said why don't you be a physiotherapist like your brother.

Reid
They tried the same thing on me, that's absolutely - I said no I want to be a historian and they fell over.  But to go back to the point - the RNIB did some research in the early '80s and they were astonished at the number of range of jobs that blind people did.  And that's because, as you hinted, the digital revolution made it possible for people to - I'm talking about the blind elite - made it possible then to compete for a much bigger range of jobs.  And really that's the nub of progress that the second half of the 20th Century brought about.

Southwood
I think so and now there is a huge diversity of jobs that people do - people are working in launderettes, people are stockbrokers - everything you could possibly imagine.  And a key thing that Fred's comments make me think is this thing about being able to adapt to different and changing jobs, so in a way thinking about how to develop skills which are adaptable and you could move between jobs is also I think something which is more a feature of the last 20 years than perhaps previously.

White
So just to establish - you all seem to be saying that it is - it isn't necessarily the lack of jobs, it is the lack of resources around to help people into jobs, is that right Fred?

Reid
Yes, the support services are the crucial thing.  But let's extend it out a bit because we've all been acknowledging that the blind elite have in some ways done quite well out of the progress of the second half of the 20th Century but what about the people who are much more difficult to help, much more distant from the labour market?  I mean recent RNIB research indicates that something like another 25,000 visually impaired people are certainly capable of working but they need more help, they need different types of employment and that's where I think this is the open end of this discussion - what can we do to ease things up?  Now let me just lob one thing into the discussion - in Poland the government finances the Polish Association of the Blind to employ blind people in their library service, the whole library service - talking books, Braille, everything - is run entirely by blind people and they run it as, if you like, a social firm embedded within the Polish Association for the Blind.  That's an interesting example.

White
Now this is like the idea of preferred occupations, isn't it, or protected occupations and isn't this quite like what the Spanish have done about things like lottery - selling lottery tickets?  So does that work Fred?

Reid
Well it does in a certain sense.  The Spaniards claim that 80% of their people are economically active but they're economically active in one job only, which is selling lottery tickets and while that is culturally historical for them I don't know that it's a model we could replicate.

White
So that goes back to your idea of round pegs and square holes...?

Reid
I'm afraid it does rather.

White
Seema, you have been through this experience of looking for work and I'm just wondering what wasn't there that you needed - we're looking for solutions - what did you need that was not provided to help you?

Flower
I think there could have been more sort of support in terms of Access to Work support back then and I think the employers weren't really aware of what they could tap into.  The other thing is I suppose that you can't really change and it's very, very difficult to change is employers' attitudes and people's attitudes.  But not just employers but also blind and visually impaired people's attitudes because it does depend on your attitude and how employable you are to an extent.  And you were talking about, earlier on, about going to various jobs and there's still like 25,000 people unemployed but the thing is do these people actually want to work?

Reid
The research shows that a lot of them do.  Now let's be careful - they express a willingness to work which is not quite the same thing.

White
That's the research the government is using isn't it when it produces these figures - 100,000 disabled people want to work - are they making that distinction do you think?

Reid
One of the problems our researchers revealed in the European Union is that the state employment services don't go out to reach these people, they wait for them to come through their door.  And unless you have an outreach programme how are you ever going to incentivise them?

White
Well this is where I have to ask you Ellie - so should the charities be doing more, if the government is saying we can't help all these people, we've suddenly been asked to help 100,000 people with learning disabilities we didn't help before, isn't it the targeted charities, like the RNIB, who have to take up the slack?

Southwood
Absolutely it is and across the RNIB group focusing on the people who need us most and those people are the people who are not being helped by any other means.  So there's still employment officers across the RNIB group and their focus is on exactly this, so supporting people with confidence building, which is often really what lies at the heart of this.

White
That's not quite the same as getting people jobs though is it?

Flower
I do agree with Ellie in the sense that basically we did discuss before when I was working at the RNIB to run these sort of workshops to get people job ready, to help them with their CVs, to help them with confidence building, how they dress, how they project themselves - it's a whole package, it's not just about having a good CV.

Southwood
Just to come back on what Peter says about the distinction actually between supporting somebody to be ready to apply for their own job and getting somebody a job.  And I think what comes through loud and clear when we speak to blind and partially sighted people about their employment aspirations what they tell us is we want to get our own jobs, we want to be able to take advantage of our own opportunities and that's why the focus is very much on supporting people to be able to do that.

White
Right.  Fred, we're getting quite near the end of our time but what do you want to happen as a result of your research?  You say you don't have the answers but what should happen and what needs to happen?

Reid
I'm fairly clear about two things, one I just mentioned is this outreach question, I think it will just do no good if the employment services just sit and wait for people to come to them, there's got to be some kind of an outreach programme.  And I know that the RNIB is very actively thinking about that, I really admire their recent work that's been done in the RNIB and I think Ellie should be congratulated.  The other thing that I think could make a difference is the Swedish retention legislation.  In Sweden, by law, an employer isn't allowed to dismiss a disabled person without contacting the employment services and then the aim becomes to see whether they could either stay in the job they're in or transfer to another job with the firm.  And only if that's shown to be impossible then the employment services take over and try to find them a job with another firm altogether.  Now if that kind of retention legislation is there in Sweden, it's somewhat similar in Germany, we pressed for it some years ago and was taken up in parliament in quite a big way but it just fell on deaf ears.  So that's another thing I'd like to see happen.

White
Right.  But I mean we are assuming 75% of the people of working age listening to this programme, if the statistics are right, haven't got a job, can there be a good life without work?  Ellie.

Southwood
Work doesn't necessarily mean a nine to five job, to start with, so there's lots of things that are work.  There's lots of things that as a society I think we undervalue, so there's lots of caring things that people do that don't seem to stand up to your test of when you're standing in a bus queue and you tell somebody what you do but actually hugely valuable.  And to never underestimate the value of volunteering and just shadowing people and learning about different jobs and different opportunities.

White
Fred - life without work?

Reid
I couldn't put it any better than that, that seems to me to be spot on.

White
Right.  And Seema, I mean you're obviously very motivated to work, is it absolutely central to you, what would you do if you weren't working and couldn't work?

Flower
I can't imagine not working, I would be really, really bored.  I think work is really, really important, like Ellie said, it doesn't have to be paid employment, it could be volunteering, it could be anything that you enjoy doing and I think the people out there who are of working age and who are unemployed if they want to run their own businesses then look into that, there are lots of schemes available, if you want to do something I think that there is a way where you can do things, I don't think you should let your visual impairment hold you back.

White
That's a good positive note on which to end.  And as always we'd like to hear your stories, your experiences, your views.  Fred Reid, Ellis Southwood, Seema Flower - thank you all very much indeed.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk, you can call our actionline number, that's 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme.  And there'll be a free download on our website.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel, our guests and the team, goodbye.




