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Employing someone who is physically disabled

Infroduction

It is not uncommeon to find emplovers reluctant to engage disabled persons. The
sttuation is understandable as there are many misconceptions surrounding their
working ability. The misconceptions can be dispelled if employers are better informed.
This pamphlet is one of a serics on individual disabilities prepared by the Selective
Placement Service of the Labour Department to put into proper perspective the stand
of a disabled person in a working environment.

Contrary 10 popular belief, employing disabled persons is o the advaniage of
employers. Comprehensive overseas researches on the performance of disabled
persons in work situations have repeatedly concluded that disabled employees are
loyal and stable workers, handling a wide variety of jobs equally effective as, if not
better than, their able-bodied counterparts. Misconceptions such as higher accident
rate, increased insurance premium, greater absentecistn and turnover as well as low
preductivity have been proved unfounded. Among the many cases studied, most
disabled workers produced at a slightly better rate and had relatively fewer disabling
work injuries than other workers on identical jobs. Other findings indicated that the
length of stay and attendance records of disabled employees are equal or better than
regular employees.

Although for most people, work is a means of gaining economic independence. the
effect of work on an individual’s life goes far beyond this. In the case of disabled
persons, having a job takes on a very special meaning it means becoming part of or
re-entering the main stream. An opportunity to demonstrate that they are capable of
holding a job and be as productive as others not only restores their self-esteem but is
also a right to which they are entitled.

In our community, disabled persons are still a relatively untapped manpower
reserve. Employment of disabled persons releases our limited resources for other
needy projects and contributes 1o the building up of wealth and prosperity within the
community. Hence, il is our social responsibility and particularly so for those who are
employers to give the right recognition te the ability of disabled persens and 1o
provide them with opportunities to compete equally with non-disabled persons.

Types of physical disability

Physical disabilities which arise for congenital reasons. accident or illness can affect
persons of either sex, all ages and qualifications and include impairments of the
¥ following nature:

@ impairment or deformity of limb{s) ranging from loss of a few phalanges of
fingers, deformed fingers, rigid wrist, weakness to complete loss of strength,
partial loss to complete loss of upper or lower limb, etc.

eimpairment of body functions arising from problems of blood circulation,
respiration, digestion, kidney dysfunction, muscle incoordination, hormone
disorders, brain damages etc.




While impairment or deformity of limbs is generally observable, impatrment of
body functions may not be so apparent. Epilepsy, cerebral palsy. and spinal cord
injury are examples of the latter category and brief descriptions are given.

Epileptic seizures are thought to occur when there 15 a sudden disorganised
discharge of electrical activity in the brain and such seizures can have various
patterns. Some are major attacks with loss of consciousness and convulsions, but
many are less severe with momentary loss of awareness, repetitive eyeblinks or
involuntary behaviour such as chewing or twitching in a part of the body. Generally
speaking, 85% of people with epilepsy can keep good control of their attacks, and this
should allow people with epilepsy to do most jobs, With appropriate medication.
¢pileptic seizures can be controlled.

Cerebral palsy is a disorder of movement and posture that ariscs from damage to a
small part of the brain which controls movement. Such damage to the brain may
occur before, during or after birth and is non-progressive. Some cerebral palsied
persons are so lightly handicapped that they have no obvious disability. Others who
are more seriously affected have difficulty in speech, in the movement of limbs
or manipulation of hands. Somctimes brain damage also results in deafness or
perceptual difficulties. However, through therapies and special programmes some of
the effects of spasticity can be reduced in various degrees. Although some cerebral
palsied person are also mentally retarded, there are many who are only mentally
subnormal or even have avcrage or higher than normal intelligence. Cercbral palsy is
not associated with agression or violence.

When the spinal cord is severely damaged through accident or disease, the person
becomes paralysed below the level of the injury. If the injury is to the neck. both the
upper and jower limbs would be affected: if the injury is to the back. only the lower
extremities are affected. There are also differences in the degree of paralysis and in the
amount of sensation lost, both being related to the amount of damage to the spinal
cord and the nerve roots at the point of injury. For injuries that do not lead to
paralysis, the person may still have muscle stiffness and pain such that certain body
postures such as stooping and squatting may present difficulties.

Education and Training

With the nine-year gompulsory education in Hong Kong, expericnce has shown that
physically disabled students who can cope with their studies arc interested and do
succeed in pursuing further studies in Form 4 or 5, matriculation or university
courses, mostly in an integrated educational setting.

A proportion have completed technical or commercial courses at technician and
craft levels in many areas such as clectronics, design, accounting, secretarial work,
clothing technology and engineering. They compete on equal basis with their
non-disabled counterparts and qualify for Diploma and Certificate awards at both
local and international levels.

Physically disabled persons can also attend full-time and part-time training
programmes offered by the two skill centres for the disabled of the Technical
Education and Industrial Training Department. Such programmes include garment
making, oflice machine practice, ¢lectronic servicing, electrical installation, fabrica-



tion, bench-fitting and machining, industrial arts, printing, carpentry, knitwear
manufacture, painting and decorating as well as packaging and assembly.

Disabled students and trainees demonstrate on enthusiastic attitude towards their
careers and studies and by following a suitable course of training acquire skills,
knowledge and qualification required for specific employment.

What can physically disabled persons do

‘Diversity’ is the word that describes the range of working ability of physicaily
disabled persons. Experience has shown that physically disabled persons are fully
capable of working as assemblers, quality controllers, cleaners, watchmen, lift
operators, repairmen, machinists, clerks of various nature, oflice attendants, data
processors, laboratory attendants, salesmen, designers, managers, computer pro-
grammers and many others. They have worked to the satisfaction of their employers
and won the friendship and support of their fellow workers.

Why employ physically disabled persons

& @ Physically disabled persons who are well-adjusted to the work environment tend
: to be stable employees and what is learned on-the-job can be rctained in the
; company.
® Physically disabled persons with relevant training can alse be employed as
qualified crafisman and technician.
® Researches conducted overseas suggest that people with cerebral palsy have a
good attendance record. They also suggest that in production, guality, safety,
; advancement, acceptance by fcllow workers, and participation in activities,
» epileptic persons are found to be the same or better than non-disabled workers.

Guidance to employer

@ Since appearances ¢un be deceptive and the working ability of physically
disabled persons varies so much from person to person, physically disabled
persons need a chance to be interviewed and censidered on the actual require-
ments of the job.

® During the interview, do not hesitate to ask the disabled person to perform some

¢ typical tasks of the job and observe his performance. f the disabled person is
found to be able to perform other jobs in your company, do discuss the duties
with the disabled person.

® Some physically disabled persons have speech defects but a little patience,

{ understanding and work demonstrations will help to minimise communication
difficulties, Slurred speech and twitching mouth are purely physical symptoms
and are not indicative of their intellcctual capability.

@ To avoid embarrassment and unnecessary stress to the disabled emplovee, it is

1 helpful if the foreman is well-informed of the type of disability which affects the
person he or she is going to work with, Officers of the Selective Placement Service
of the Labour Department are most willing to provide relevant information.




# A variety of assistive devices such as speeial purpose jigs and fixture, work desks
and seats, electric typewriters, telephone amplifiers and telephone holders are
useful to physically disabled persons in employment. The majority of thesc
devices are inexpensive and do not create any inconvenience to other workers.
An employer who is interested in employing a physically disabled person and
sees a need in having some aids or adaptations to machinery or premises can
apply for a retmbursement from the Employaid Fund.

® Do not hesitate to explain to a disabled person the work performance that is
expected of him and give your assessment of his strengths and weaknesses.
However, there is also a need to bear in mind that a physically disabled employee
like any other new non-disabled employee requires time to adjust to a new job
and a new work environment.

How can physically disabled persons be recraited

The S&lectlve Placement Service of the Labour Department offers free recruitment
assistance to empioyers who are looking for suitable physically disabled employees.
Any"‘employer who has an opening may either contact the officers of the Service by
telephone or visit one of its offices.

The Service will refer suitable candidates to any interested employer for a selection
interview after careful job matching to ensure that the employment is within their
performance capacity. This involves a process of assessment and evaluation of their
employment potential, ¢ither conducted by placement officers of the Service or
through the Multi-disciplinary Assessment Service at the Kwun Tong Skills Centre
for the Disabled. For the latter, a comprehensive assessment will be made on their
related social, medical, psychological and educational factors which may have a
bearing on working capacity.

The placement officer of the Service will accompany a suitable candidate to attend
an employment interview with the employer. If the candidate secures the job, the
placement officer will be glad to advise on how he should be introduced to the job
and may follow up his progress at work during his first three months of employment.

Addresses and telephone numbers of Selective Placement Service offices

Selective Placement Service (Hong Kong)
Labour Department

Dominion Centre,

Shops 5, 6, 7 and 8,

43-49 Queen’s Road East, G/F.,

Wan Chat,

Hong Kong.

Tel. No.: 5-296672



Selective Placement Service (Kowloon)
Labour Department

Amoy Plaza, Phase I,

Shops 13-30, G/F .,

77 Ngau Tau Kok Road,

Kowloon.

Tel. No.: 3-7554835

Selective Placement Service (Tsuen Wan)
Labour Department

East Asia Commercial Centre,

Shops GE14-Gi26, G197-G199, G/F..
Texaco Road,

Tsuen Wan,

New Territorics.

Tel No.: 0-4988444
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