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Abstract 

This paper focuses on the role of companies in active labour market policies, a perspective 

essential to understand the potential of such policies. The case chosen is labour market 

inclusion of people with disabilities.  

In most European countries there has been an increasing attention to include more disabled 

people in the labour force (Hansen et al. 2011). This is part of a more general activation 

paradigm. In Norway several reforms have been introduced to make “work the first choice” 

(Fløtten et al. 2007). Since 2001 there has been a tripartite agreement on Inclusive Working 

Life and one of the main objectives of this agreement is to recruit more disabled persons. It 

has, however, been few achievements in this respect, as the employment rate of disabled 

people remains stable at less than 50%, independent of business cycles (Statistic Norway 

2010). Does this mean that “the work first” approach is not functional towards people with 

disabilities? Is the problem that activation policies mainly are directed towards mobilising the 

supply side of the labour market and not paying adequate attention to the scope of action, 

possibilities and willingness of employers to hire vulnerable groups?   

In this paper we discuss companies’ potential of hiring disabled people. The study is based on a 

survey in 501 Norwegian enterprises. The study shows that although companies in general are 

reluctant to hire persons with disabilities quite a few of the interviewees emphasise that 

disabled persons could work in their company. Qualifications are considered more important 

than impairments. The measures seen as most important to encourage employment of 

persons with disabilities can all be characterized as risk reducing measures. Based on these 

findings we elaborate on the possibilities for mobilising companies in ALMP and for 

government to interact with employers to achieve a higher employment rate.  
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Introduction 

The Nordic model has succeeded in combining competitiveness with social equality and social 

inclusion (Dølvik and Steen 1997, Barth et al. 2003, Magnusson et al. 2008). Compared to other 

countries income inequalities are limited and the employment rates are high, also among 

women and the elderly. Nevertheless, in spite of high levels of employment a considerable 

share of the working age population is not active in the labour market (OECD 2009). In Norway 

approximately 700 000 persons of working age are provided for by public allowances (White 

paper nr. 9 (2006-2007)), and this situation is not uniquely Norwegian. The number of 

outsiders is high also in many other countries, and certain groups are overrepresented among 

those at the outskirts of the labour market. In this paper we discuss the lack of labour market 

inclusion of people with disabilities and we explore conditions influencing on companies 

perceived possibilities to hire disabled people.  

It is deemed necessary to mobilize more labour to meet population ageing and reverse rising 

dependency-rates. Furthermore, higher employment rates are a prerequisite for sustaining 

social equality. Last, but not least, including a wider range of the population in the labour 

market is necessary for social reasons and to prevent structural marginalization. Hence, work 

has become both a means and an end in welfare policy (Kautto et al. 1999). Both Nordic and 

other European countries have in recent years reinforced their efforts to develop a more 

inclusive working life (Clasen 2007, Midtsundstad 2007, Eichhorst and Konle-Seidl 2008, 

Hansen et al. 2011). Policies from supranational institutions like the EU and the OECD have 

contributed to what could be described as a common activation paradigm in most western 

countries (Eichhorst et al. 2008, Serrano Pasqual 2007, Hansen et al. 2011, OECD 2003, 2006, 

EU 2006, 2007).  

The concrete activation regimes vary across countries dependent on the social model and the 

regulation of working life, relationship between the social partners, as well as on cultural and 

ideological factors (Serrano Pasqual 2007:12). A common feature in all activation policies is, 

however, the presumption that employers are willing to hire vulnerable groups and by this 

play a role as social policy actors. This implicit assumption exists despite the fact that fairly no 

enterprises are established to gain social policy goals explicitly. Companies are established to 

produce goods and services as efficiently as possible in competition with other enterprises and 

many of them experience increasingly rough market conditions. The decisions at firm level on 

who are going to be hired and retained at workplaces are aimed at assuring the companies’ 

need for qualified and productive employees. To meet the goals of national activation policies 

the companies must, however, hire and retain vulnerable groups. If they do not, the activation 

policy is doomed to fail. Despite this important role of companies (i.e. the demand side in the 
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labour market), their views of their own position as active partners in the national labour 

market policies and their scope of action  in different activation regimes is understudied.  

Hitherto the focus of research on labour market inclusion of disabled people has mainly been 

on the supply side. Most studies, especially the economically oriented, have concentrated on 

the individuals, their behaviour and the incentive structure of welfare allowances (Bratsberg 

et.al 2010, Gaure et al. 2008, Hernæs and Zhiyang 2009). Traditionally Norwegian ALMP has 

also concentrated on the supply side of the labour market (Hvinden 2004). Attention has 

mainly been paid to problems attached to the impairments, the formal competence, practical 

qualifications and potential work capacity of persons with disabilities (the supply side). The last 

decade more attention has been paid to the demand side in ALMP, conditions in the labour 

market and expectations towards the employers (Midtsundstad 2008, Andreassen 2009). In 

disability policy, two main paths have been identified; an anti-discrimination strategy and a 

state intervention strategy (Thornton and Lunt 1997). Norway has followed the state 

intervention strategy and a stimulating policy towards employers, in contrast to for example 

the United Kingdom where an anti-discrimination route has been followed (Hansen et al. 

2011). In Norway there has not been a strong tradition for regulating employers’ obligations 

towards disabled people, as for instance use of quotas. However, stimulated by the EU 

Employment directive 2000/78 there was made revisions in the Work Environment Act in 2005 

providing a greater protection against discrimination of disabled people, as well as a stricter 

requirement for the adaptations of work places. From 2009 these regulations are included in a 

new legislation on anti-discrimination.   

Alongside this, as in many other European countries, several reforms have been introduced to 

make “work the first choice” (Fløtten et al. 2007). Following the state intervention or 

stimulating strategy there has for instance been an increase in active labour market 

programmes, vocational training and rehabilitation to make disabled persons more 

employable. The main initiative and action since 2001 has been a tripartite agreement on 

Inclusive Working Life (the IA-agreement). This agreement and the partnership between the 

government and the social partners have three objectives: to reduce sickness absence, to rise 

the age of retirement, and to recruit more disabled persons in the workforce.  

The agreement is based on the assumption that enterprises can be a more active partner in 

the activation policies. Signing the IA-agreement is optional for companies, but if they sign up 

they will get access to some benefits and services from the government to support their work 

to increase the inclusiveness of their workplaces.   At the same time studies examining the 

attitudes of management representatives of Norwegian enterprises show that employers to a 

very limited degree consider it their responsibility to recruit disabled people or to call in 

applicants with disabilities for job interviews in hiring processes (MMI 2006, Hansen and 

Reegård 2008, Midtsundstad 2008, Tronstad 2010). The employers are more inclined to make 

accommodations for their own employees than to recruit disabled people or other 

marginalised groups (Midtsundstad 2008). This view is in accordance with the results from the 

latest evaluation of the IA-agreement showing that there have been no achievements in 
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recruiting more disabled people, but some achievements in retaining disabled people already 

employed in the enterprises (Osberg Ose 2009). 

Consequently, there have been few achievements in the policy to include more disabled 

people into the labour market. The employment rate of disabled people remains stable at less 

than 50 per cent, independent of business cycles (Statistic Norway 2010). This happens in a 

situation where Norway has a general high employment rate, a large proportion of women and 

elderly in the work force, and a low unemployment rate. In addition Norway is the OECD 

country with highest spending on rehabilitation programmes to reduce the number of persons 

outside the labour market, but the share of persons returning to work after rehabilitation is 

low (NOU 2007:4, chapter 8.4.4.2) Norway seems to have the best premises for success in 

employment of vulnerable groups, but do not succeed. Why is this so? Is this lack of results 

due to activation policies mainly being directed towards mobilizing the supply side of the 

labour market and not paying adequate attention to the demand side, to the employers and 

their willingness and or experienced scope of action in hiring vulnerable groups?  

In this paper we draw attention to the potential of companies in the effort to employ more 

persons with disabilities. Our aim is to discuss the possibilities for mobilising companies in 

ALMP and to explore the conditions influencing on companies experienced possibilities of 

employing vulnerable groups.   

1) What are the trends in the employment rate of disabled people in Norway? 

2) What factors seem to be important for companies’ decisions to hire (or retain) 

employees with disabilities? 

a.  What are the employers’ assessments of the possibility/ability of persons with 

disabilities to work in their company? 

b. How do the employers experience their practical and economic ability to hire 

persons with disabilities? Do employers focus solely on business needs? 

c.   Do employers experience any moral or social obligations towards employing 

disabled people, or consider public judgment as important when considering 

employment of disabled people?  

d. How do employers value competence and qualifications when considering 

employment of persons with disabilities? 

e. How important are different kind of public support (including wage subsidies, 

accommodations / assistive aid, benefits, guidance etc) to employers? 

f. How does actual experiences of having employees with disabilities in the staff 

influence on employers’ willingness to employ? 

3) What do the findings from the survey and the qualitative case study indicate 

about employers’ risk assessments when they consider hiring persons with 

disabilities?  
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The Norwegian labour market  

High employment rate has been a priority item on the political agenda of post-war 

Norway and the general labour market participation in Norway is high compared to 

most other European countries. In 2010 the general employment rate in Norway was 

75,3 per cent, compared to an average of 64,2 per cent in EU27 (age group 16-64). The 

employment rate is also very high among women and the elderly. 73,2 per cent of 

Norwegian women are employed (a very high share of them in part time employment) 

compared to the EU 27 average of 58,2 per cent. The employment rate in the age group 

55-64 years is 68,6 per cent, compared to the EU27 average of 46,3 per cent 

(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu).  

Employment of disabled persons 

In light of the high labour force participation rates, and the age long political ambition to 

increase employment rates among persons with disabilities, it would be reasonable to assume 

that a relatively high share of disabled persons in Norway is actually working. This is not the 

case. The employment rate of disabled persons is at a low level. Statistics Norway’s additional 

surveys to the Labour force survey show that less than 50 percent (44 per cent in 2010) of 

disabled people in working age are in employment, and the situation has been fairly constant 

for many years (Bø and Håland 2009, Bø et al. 2010, Hansen and Svalund 2007, Hansen et al. 

2011).  

There are large sector differences when it comes to employment of disabled people. In this 

paper we have focus on the health sector, the construction and the ICT sector. Disabled people 

are overrepresented in the health sector (20 percent of the work force and 24 per cent of 

disabled in employment) and underrepresented in the ICT sector (3 per cent of the work force 

and 2 per cent of disabled people in employment), while the share of disabled people in 

construction is at the same level as in the total work force (7 per cent) (Hansen and Svalund 

2007, Andreassen 2009).  

There have been huge expectations to the potential of the ICT sector in hiring disabled people 

because physical barriers at the work place have been reduced by the use of ICT (Hansen 2009, 

2008). Studies also show that employees with disabilities in the ICT sector on average are 

younger than in other sectors, to a larger degree work full time and very few combine part 

time employment and disability benefits (Hansen and Svalund 2007). The share of disabled 

people in the population increases with age, and a relatively high proportion of disabled 

people acquire their impairment while in employment. Both in the health sector and in the 

construction sector a large share of the employed with disability have acquired their 

impairment during their working life, maybe also due to their working conditions. Even though 

there are relatively few employees with disabilities in the ICT sector this is an interesting sector 

because it seems like many of the disabled in this sector has been employed with their 

disability (Andreassen 2009).  
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Statistics Norway’s additional survey to the 2010 Labour Force Survey shows that 44 per cent 

of disabled people in employment work part time (Bø et al. 2010). A large share of this could 

be viewed as a wanted accommodation, as 56 per cent of those in employment report that 

their disability limits how much they can work. 67 per cent report that their disability limits 

what kind of work tasks they can perform. Furthermore, a large share are in need of 

accommodations at the work place – as adjustment in working hours or  in work tasks, or they 

are in need of different kinds of assistive aids. 55 per cent of those employed report that they 

get some kind of accommodations, but 25 per cent of them report that they are in need of 

more. 22 per cent of those who do not get any form of accommodations report that they have 

a need for adjustments at the work place. At last it should be marked that 38 per cent of 

disabled in employment receive some kind of public benefits (in relation to 62 per cent of all 

disabled people in working age), and 20 per cent of them receive disability benefits. This is due 

to the Norwegian system allowing recognitions of degrees of impairments, and the graduated 

system for disability pension. It is possible, and wanted, to combine graded disability benefits 

and employment.   

If we look at those not in employment, the labour force survey for 2010 showed that almost 

one in four of persons with disabilities who were not working actually wished for a job (Bø et 

al. 2010), implying a high employment potential in this group.  

Norway has invested in a large scale of different measures and services within the active 

labour market policy (ALMP). An evaluation of the IA-agreement find that there are in total 48 

different public measures that can be used in the support of more inclusive workplaces 

(Osborg Ose 2009).  Five of these measures are reserved for companies which have signed up 

for the IA-agreement. The scale of measures includes different kind of services from the 

Norwegian Work and Welfare administration, assessment of need of accommodations at work 

places, wage subsidies, supported employment in line with a long range of ALMP programmes, 

free access to technical aids for those with a long term disability, transport etc. 

The crucial question is why a nation with a high general employment rate, a clear political 

ambition to include persons with disabilities in the labour market, many active labour market 

measures and a considerable share of disabled persons wishing for a job cannot show better 

results. Is this due to reluctant employers or to a lack of efficient measures that can encourage 

employers to recruit more disabled persons? 

Data 

The study is based on a survey to a representative sample of enterprises (employers) in three 

different sectors in Norway (health, construction and ICT sectors), conducted in 2007.  

The sample consists of 501 employers/enterprises, 100 from each of the three chosen sectors, 

and in addition a comparative sample of 201 employers/enterprises from the remaining 
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sectors of the Norwegian labour market. The survey was carried out by Respons analysis on 

assignment from The Work Research Institute and Fafo as part of the project Disability, 

Working Life and Welfare state. The project was financed by the Norwegian Research Council. 

The survey was conducted by telephone interviews, and those interviewed was responsible of 

recruitment at the workplaces. The survey include questions on attitudes towards employing 

disabled persons, practices of employing disabled persons, assessment of existing ALP, and 

what kind of measures that might increase the possibilities of hiring disabled workers. 

In addition we use Statistics Norway’s Labour Force Survey (LFS) when we describe the general 

labour market situation in Norway, and the additional survey on disability in the LFS when we 

describe the labour market situation of disabled people in Norway.  

Presentation of results 

Actual employment of persons with disabilities and perceptions of possibilities to hire 

As already shown, employment rate among persons with disabilities varies across 
sectors and the result from the study of companies confirms this picture (figure 1). 
Close to half of the companies included in the study had one or more persons with 
disabilities in their staff and the share is highest within the health sector (72 percent) 
and lowest within the ICT-sector (31 percent).  
 
Figure 1 Share of companies who has one or more persons with disability employed, by sector. 2007. 
(N=501).  
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Given the low employment rate of persons with disabilities it is reasonable to assume 
that many companies consider it difficult to employ persons with disabilities. This is, 
however, not the case. Three out of four companies report that it is possible for 
persons with disabilities to fill an ordinary position at their workplace, if the candidate 
has the right competence; only 9 percent of the companies consider this to be 
impossible (figure 2).1 If we separate the companies with and without disabled 
employees in the staff at present, 85 per cent of those who has disabled employees see 
this as possible, while the same is case for 64 per cent of those without disabled 
employees.  
 
Figure 2 Share of companies after their considerations of possibilities for a person with disabilities to fill 
an ordinary position within the company. 2007. (N=501). 

 
 
 
 
There are clear differences between possibilities to hire between sectors (table 1). 
Respondents from the ICT sector do most often consider it difficult or impossible to 
hire a person with disabilities in their company, and the same is case for a large share of 
companies in the construction sector (table 1). The health sector is the sector with the 
largest share of employees with disabilities, and a large share of the respondents from 
this sector consider it possible for disabled people to fill ordinary positions within their 
company.  
 

                                                           
1 The question asked is: “How do you consider the possibility for a person who has one of the following 

types of reduced work capacity to fill an ordinary position within your company, given that this person 

has the right qualifications for this job? 1: Is it possible without special accommodations? 2: Is it 

possible with some accommodations? 3: Would it be difficult? 4: Would it be impossible?” The types of 

disabilities listed were: visually impaired/blind, deaf/hard of hearing, wheelchair user, other physical 

disabilities, psychological problems, difficulties reading/writing 

36%

38%

16%

9% 1

Possible without 
adjustments

Possible with adjustments

Difficult

Impossible

Not sure

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 11 of 27 

Table 1 Share of companies after their considerations of possibilities for a person with 

disabilities to fill an ordinary position within the company, by sector. 2007. (N=258).  

 Health 

sector 

ICT sector  Construction 

sector 

Other sectors Total 

Possible to hire, 
with or without 
special 
accommodations 

86 47 92 73 74 

Difficult or 
impossible to 
hire 

13 51 8 26 25 

Not sure 1 2 0 1 1 

 
The degree of reluctance to hire disabled persons is highly dependent upon what type 
of disability a possible employee has. The companies are clearly most reluctant to 
employ blind or visually impaired persons while they consider it easiest to find room 
for persons who have difficulties reading/writing and persons with physical disabilities 
who do not use a wheelchair (table 2).  
 
Table 2 Share of companies after their considerations of possibilities for a person with 

disabilities to fill an ordinary position within the company, by type of disability. 2007. (N=501)  

 Visually 

impaire

d /blind 

Deaf/ 

hard of 

hearing 

Whee

l-chair 

user 

Other 

physical 

disabilitie

s 

Psychol

ogical  

problem

s 

Difficulti

es  

reading/ 

writing 

Total 

Possible to hire, 
with or without 
special 
accommodations 

15 51 48 63 47 74 75 

Difficult or 
impossible to hire 

83 48 52 35 47 25 25 

Not sure 2  1 0 2  6  1 1 

 

Views of companies who do not have employees with disabilities 

So far we have examined the views of all companies in the sample, both those who 
have employees with disabilities in the staff and those who don’t. The relatively high 
number of companies who consider it possible for disabled people to fill an ordinary 
position could be due to the fact that many of the companies already have experiences 
in this matter and that they therefore express such a positive view. Companies without 
any disabled employees in their staff were asked whether there were positions in their 
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company that could be filled by a person with disability. Somewhat surprisingly more 
than half of the respondents from companies who had no disabled persons employed 
considered it to be jobs in their company that could be suitable for a person with 
disabilities, at least if accommodations are made or assistive aids are available (figure 
3).2  
 
Figure 3 Share of respondents from companies with no disabled employees at present who say that there 
are jobs suitable for disabled people in their company with or without special arrangements. 2007. 
(N=258).  

 
 
 
Again there is a clear difference between sectors (table 3). Respondents from the 
construction sector do most often consider it impossible to hire a person with 
disabilities in their company. Half of the respondents from the health sector do also see 
this impossible, and while the share of disabled employees is lowest in the ICT-sector 
three out of four companies consider it possible to hire someone with disabilities.  
 
Table 3 Share of respondents from companies with no disabled employees at present who say 

that there are jobs suitable for disabled people in their company with or without special 

arrangements, by sector. 2007. (N=258).  

 Health 

sector 

ICT sector  Construction 

sector 

Other 

sectors 

Total 

Suitable jobs,  43 75 35 58 56 

                                                           
2 Question asked to employers/companies who do not have any disabled employees at present: “Are 

there any jobs in your company that would be suitable for a person with disabilities, with or without 

special accommodations? 1: Yes, without accommodations or assistive aids. 2: Yes, with 

accommodations or assistive aids. 3: No. 4: Not sure”. 
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with or without 
special 
accommodations 

No suitable jobs 50 19 59 37 38 

Not sure 7 6 6 5 5 

A general question of whether the companies considered it practically and economically 
possible for them to hire disabled people was also asked, and according to the answers 
to this question, 38 per cent of the companies report that this to large or some extent is 
possible, while 58 per cent report that it is possible only to a small extent or not at all 
(figure 4). Hence, the considerations revealed in the study implies that there is a 
potential for increasing the employment rate for persons with disabilities, but 
adjustments are in many cases necessary to accomplish this.  
 
Figure 4 Share of respondents from companies without disabled people in their staff at present after how 
they consider the practical and economically possibilities to hire persons with disabilities. 2007. 
(N=258) 
 

 
 

The importance of public support 

As described there is a wide range of public measures available for companies that hire 
persons with disabilities. 55 percent of the companies that has disabled employees in 
their staff do receive some kind of public support (figure 5). 
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Figure 5 Share of companies employing persons with disabilities that receive public support. Per cent. 
2007. (N=243). 

 
 
According to the respondents this support is important, but not always necessary to 
hire disabled people (figure 6). 39 percent of the companies with disabled employees 
who do receive some kind of public support would have recruited one or more of the 
same persons even if they had not received this support, while 46 percent would not 
have done so. The differences between sectors are small in this matter, but the 
willingness to recruit without public support is slightly higher in the ICT sector than in 
the other sectors. 
 
Figure 6 Share of respondents from companies with disabled employees and who do receive public 
support, who would have recruited the same persons or other persons with disabilities without public 
support, by sector. 2007. (N=179) 
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Reasons for retaining disabled employees 

There are several reasons why companies consider it important to retain employees with 

disabilities. Almost all companies who already have one of more disabled persons in their staff 

consider it crucial to hold on to these employees to keep their competence and experience in 

the company (figure 7). Furthermore, high shares mention moral obligations, the internal 

cooperation and the company’s reputation as important reasons for retaining employees. A 

considerable share also says that this is important due to shortage of qualified labour. 

 

Figure 7 Important reasons for retaining disabled employees in the staff. Views of companies 

that employ disabled people at present. Per cent. 2007. (N=243). 

 

Reasons for recruiting disabled people 

When it comes to the question of recruiting, the views between companies with and without 

disabled persons in the staff differ (figure 8). The company’s reputation and the sense of a 

moral obligation are the most important reasons for recruiting disabled persons for both types 

of companies, but more so for the companies that already hire persons with disabilities. Only a 

third of the companies with no disabled employees hired consider this to be important for the 

company’s reputation while almost twice as many companies with disabled persons do so.  
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Figure 8 Factors considered important by employers/HR responsible to recruit persons with 

disabilities. Per cent. 2007. (N=501). 

 
 
 

Factors that would make it more interesting to hire persons with disabilities 

Although a wide range of measures are offered by the public to increase the 

employment rate of disabled people, the companies may not feel that these measures 

are sufficient. In the survey we asked if there were any measures that would make it 

more interesting for an employer to hire persons with disabilities. According to the 

views of the employer/HR responsible all the mentioned measures are important. Full 

deduction of expenses related to sick leave is the measure that most companies 

accentuate,3 while tax reduction is the least important measure (figure 9). It is important 

to note the views of companies with and without disabled employees in the staff 

differs. Respondents from companies who have disabled employees in their staff do in 

general consider all the different measures to be more important than respondents 

from other companies do.  
 

                                                           
3 In Norway daily cash benefits in case of sickness are paid by the employer for the first 16 calendar days 

and thereafter by the National Insurance Scheme. Income exceeding a certain level (6 times the basic 

allowance; app NOK 450 000) is not taken into account, but at many workplaces there are collective 

agreements assuring that the employer pay full wage during 52 weeks of sick leave. 
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Figure 9 Arrangements that according to employers/HR responsible would make it more interesting 
for the company to hire persons with disabilities. Per cent. 2007. (N=501). 

 
 

Discussion 

The results in this paper demonstrate that there is a potential for inclusion of disabled 
people in Norwegian companies. A large share of the companies (three out of four) 
considers it possible for persons with disabilities to fill an ordinary position in their 
company. At the same time there are important differences between sectors and not at 
least between the companies’ assessments of possibilities to hire when it comes to 
different kinds of impairments. Visually impaired is the group clearly facing the largest 
challenges in being seen as potential employees.  
When we turn to those who do not have disabled employees in their staff at present, the 

impression of a clear potential for labour market inclusion is somewhat modified. But even in 

these companies more than half of the respondents consider it to be jobs in their company 

that could be suitable for persons with disabilities, at least if accommodation are made or 

assistive aids are available. The overall picture is in other words a positive one and the results 

indicate that there is a potential for a larger employment of disabled people. Why then, do a 

little less than half of the companies actually have employees with disabilities in their staff and 

why is the employment rate of disabled people stable at below 50 per cent in Norway?  

In this last part of the paper we will discuss four possible explanations of the mismatch 

between ideal (companies are willing to hire disabled people) and reality (only half of the 
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companies do actually hire disabled people). 1) Could the responses from the companies in 

this study be biased by a desire to appear as politically correct? 2) Is there a mismatch 

between the competence needed in the companies and competence held by employment 

seeking persons with disabilities? 3) Are the low employment numbers due to insufficiencies in 

the public ALMP system and the measures offered? 4) Is the low employment rate among 

disabled people due to unintended consequences of the Norwegian welfare policy?  

An issue of political correctness?  

A clear majority of the companies respond that it would be possible for persons with disability 

to fill an ordinary position in their company. In contrast to this good intention only half of them 

actually have any employees with disabilities in their staff, and several studies show that 

disabled people are indeed facing many barriers when trying to get a job (Greve 2009, Anvik 

2006, Hansen and Reegård 2008, Tronstad 2010). One explanation of the positive attitudes 

expressed by company representatives could be that they say what they believe is politically 

correct. The past decade labour market inclusion of disabled people has been it a major issue 

in Norwegian social political debate. As a consequence of this many employers/HR 

representatives will probably be reluctant to claim that there are no room for disabled people 

in their company. If the companies are as positive in reality as they express in this study, the 

employment rate of disabled people should have been higher.  

One important reason for this mismatch is that it may be more difficult for companies to 

employ disabled people than they express in this study because of the structure of the 

Norwegian labour market. Two thirds of Norwegian enterprises are privately owned with the 

owner of the enterprise as the only employee. The majority of Norwegian enterprises are small 

or mid-size. Less than10 percent of the enterprises has more than 100 employees 

(www.ssb.no/emner/10/01/bedrifter/tab-2011-02-09-01.html). Both national and 

international studies indicate that it should be paid special attention to challenges of small and 

mid-size companies when it comes to recruitment of disabled people. One challenge is that 

recruitment of new staff often goes thru personal networks or more informal processes than 

the case is in larger companies. Another matter is that there may be paid more attention to 

personal adequacy (Widding 2009). Disabled people may therefore not come into 

consideration in hiring processes and the open positions are not necessarily advertised. A third 

factor could be that these small companies are or perceive themselves as more economically 

vulnerable than larger companies do, and therefore also high higher level of risk aversion.  

Another reason for the mismatch could be that although the company representatives express 

positive attitudes in the survey their attitudes towards actual disabled jobseekers may be more 

ambiguous. Our study is not designed to identify employers’ attitudes towards disabled people 

or their potential discrimination of this group. Other studies have, however, indicated that 

negative attitudes and/or discrimination may be a challenge (Grover and Piggot 2005, Hansen 

and Reegård 2008, Tronstad 2010).  
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A third reason may be that the employers face economic and practical barriers that prevent 

them from hiring disabled people. Among the companies in the survey that had no disabled 

employees at the moment, more than half expressed that it was practically and economically 

difficult or impossible for them to hire from this group. This can be linked to the structure of 

the labour market with many small (and vulnerable) companies. The Norwegian labour market 

is furthermore among the most productive in the world and the work force is highly qualified. 

To keep up with the high rate of productivity employers may find it too risky to employ 

persons with disabilities. Hence, their expressed possibility is conditional.  

A fourth explanation of the mismatch between ideals and realities is visualised when we look 

closer at the answers given in the survey. The companies are more positive towards hiring 

disabled people when the question is very generally posed (64 percent of companies without 

disabled people employed say that it is possible for a person with disabilities to fill an ordinary 

position in their company) than when a more concrete question is asked (38 percent think it is 

practically and economically possible to employ a person with disabilities in their company). 

Consequently, the more concrete we “force” the respondents to think through their 

company’s actual situation, the more sceptical they become towards employment of disabled 

people.  

All in all there are many possible explanations of the perceived mismatch between attitudes 

and real practice. They all indicate why it can be difficult for disabled people to come into 

consideration in hiring processes and increasing the employment rate of disabled people is not 

only a question of intensifying the work first approach. 

An issue of competence mismatch 

To hold the right competence for a position in the labour market is the crucial factor in a hiring 

process. Disabled people have a lover education level than the average population, but these 

differences are somewhat lower in the younger age groups. LFS data show that differences in 

employment between the population as a whole and disabled people get lower with higher 

education (Hansen and Svalund 2007). Education is important for employment in modern 

working life, and not at least for disabled people.  Studies in European countries demonstrate 

that the effect of education for participation in working life is two to three times higher for 

disabled people than for non-disabled (Bliksvær and Hanssen 2005). Even though, the 

employment rate of disabled people with higher education is lower than for others, and 

disabled people with higher education experience that in recruitment processes they can 

experience that their disability overshadow their qualifications (Hansen and Reegård 2008).    

 When the company representatives are asked to give reasons for retaining or recruiting 

disabled people shortage of qualified labour is considered important by approximately 40 per 

cent. When the companies do not hire more disabled people this could be because of a 

competence mismatch. At the same time it could be a result of employers not being able to 

appreciate their qualifications because of prejudice and exaggerated assumptions of the needs 

for accommodations. Norwegian studies do, however, show that competence can cross out 
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impairments if a person with the right competence is matched with the right company and 

work task (Skarpaas and Rusnes 2008, Reegard et al. 2009). But it is a challenge for the public 

employment service to contribute to such a match for all jobseekers with disabilities, because 

it demands a very detailed knowledge of the personal competence and the demand for 

competence at company level. Not at least it is important that qualified persons with 

disabilities get the opportunity to expose their abilities at a work place. In other words it is a 

question of getting hired.  

An issue of shortages in the activation policy (or the support system)? 

The data from the survey reveals that having disabled persons in the staff affects the attitudes 

of employers/HR responsible (those who have disabled employees in their staff express 

another scope of action than those who do not), but it also leads to recognition of needs for 

support. The companies with disabled employees do generally consider the different assistive 

measures mentioned in the survey as more important than other companies. Knowledge from 

qualitative research supports this finding. In interviews employers express that it is vital that 

persons with disabilities are provided access to the labour market so they can display 

themselves. At the same time the employers emphasize the importance of an efficient support 

system to make the companies more inclusive (Reegård et al. 2009).  

When it comes to the types of arrangements and public measures the companies ask for, they 

can in general be characterized as risk reducing measures – both practically and economically. 

If the authorities come up with more measures that reduces the supposed risk by hiring 

disabled people (deduction of expenses related to sick leave, wage subsidies etc) and/or 

measures that relieves the supposed practical burdens (access to competent advisors, less 

bureaucratic procedures when applying for supportive measures etc) the companies express 

that it would be more interesting for them to include more employees with disabilities in their 

companies. One factor could be that there are several measures available, but they are not 

well-known by the companies, or the support system does not have adequate resources to 

follow up on companies’ needs.   

Despite the existence of an abundant tool box for companies who hire disabled people, several 

studies have shown that many companies experience a limited scope of action (Midtsundstad 

and Bogen 2011). Employers claim that it is difficult to adapt working hours or finding relevant 

work tasks for vulnerable groups. Experience and knowledge is important to strengthen the 

inclusiveness of the companies, but an efficient support network is also vital. It must be 

acknowledged that many of those with reduced are in need of adjustments at the work place. 

Could the problems of low employment rates be solved by a more strict regulation of the 

employers’ responsibility? As part of the new discrimination legislation a new duty for 

enterprises with more than 50 employees to report on their status and activities towards 

inclusion of disabled people. This was valid from 2009, but it is still early to say if this will have 

any effect on the consciousness and practices in the enterprises. Furthermore, when the 

situation in Norway is compared to the situation in the UK with a stricter regulation, we find 
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that the somewhat higher employment rate of disabled people in the UK seems to be a matter 

of different ways of defining disability. In addition, it seems like the possibility to combine 

disability benefits with work leads to a somewhat higher employment of persons with severe 

impairments (Hansen et al. 2011). This finding of comparatively high employment rates among 

persons with severe disabilities slightly contrasts other studies showing that the Norwegian 

labour market to a lower degree than many other European countries manage to employ 

persons with extensive disabilities (Blekesaune 2007). 

Many disabled people have serious health problems and a clear need for accommodations to 

enter or stay in the work force, and this can probably not be solved by placing more 

obligations at the companies. First one should at least try to meet the companies’ requests for 

a better and more comprehensive support system.  

An issue of the Norwegian welfare model 

The final explanation of the mismatch between ideals and realities in the labour market 

situation of disabled people we will discuss is possible malfunctioning features of the 

Norwegian welfare model. Does the relatively generous benefit level in Norway 

represent a disincentive for persons with disabilities that could qualify for disability 

pension?  

The LFS data showing that a one fourth of those not in employment actually want to 

work could indicate that this is not necessary the case (Bø et. al 2010). The same LFS 

data also show that a group of disabled people in employment combine work and 

disability benefits. This study does not give us any opportunities to study the effect of 

the benefit system, but the incentive system is of course one factor that must be taken 

into consideration. At the same time the comparative study of employment of disabled 

people in Norway and the UK indicate that the employment rate in the UK with a 

much less generous benefit level do not lead to an actually higher employment rate, but 

a higher risk of poverty among disabled people in the UK than in Norway (Hansen et al 

2011). It should be mentioned that Norway in general has a very high employment rate, 

and a high share of women and elderly workers in employment. At the same time it 

could be asked if a generous benefit system make the employers less engaged in 

retaining or employing disabled people. One could ask if Norwegian enterprises still 

lean on to the traditional Norwegian social model where employees with reduced work 

ability or disability could land safely in the welfare state and rest on generous benefits, 

and not being their responsibility. This could be the back side of the successful 

Norwegian social model with a tradition for extensive cooperation between the 

government and the social partners, and a highly flexible working life. The Norwegian 

social is known for being successful in combining a strong economic competitiveness 

with social equalisation and inclusion, but it could be asked if this inclusion include 

disabled people (Hvinden 2009). This could lead to a question of if there is a need for 

more regulations of the responsibility of the employers.  
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Conclusions  

The aim of this paper was to elaborate on the possibilities for mobilising companies in ALMP 

and for government to interact with employers to achieve a higher employment rate. From the 

results presented in this paper we could conclude that there is 

a held back potential in Norwegian enterprises for employment of disabled people. We have 

discussed why this potential is not fulfilled and several factors that may influence on why there 

is not a higher employment rate. There is a potential for government to mobilise employers to 

achieve a higher employment. The main problem for persons with disabilities are to get a job, 

to get into employment. For disabled people already employed the companies seem to have a 

quite strong willingness to keep their employees in employment. This could be due to those 

employees having valued competence needed in the company, and in addition the employers 

know the employees. Recruiting new employees always are combined with a degree of risk, 

and it seems like this risk is assessed as somewhat higher in relation to hiring persons with 

disabilities. The challenge of the jobseekers with disabilities is that they depend on getting a 

foot on the inside to expose their qualifications and ability. The companies ask for a more 

adequate support system and what we have categorised as risk reducing measurs. In addition 

we would stress that having the right qualifications are valued by the employers, and as 

pointed a seems like one way of mobilising the companies in ALMP is to intensify the support 

on matching jobseekers with disabilities with relevant companies for their qualifications.  At 

the same time there can be reasons for a stronger regulation of employers obligations to 

employ disabled people. At the same time this study clearly show that regulation alone will not 

be sufficient, but have to be followed by a social policy and a sufficient support system to 

stimulate the inclusive work place.  
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