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Attitudinal Barriers to Employment

Summary and Implications

Eight hundred personnel managers throughout the conterminous
United States (except Minnesota) and 510 first-line supervisors in
the Minneapolis-St. Paul area were surveyed by mail concerning
their attitudes toward the employment of physically handicapped
persons within private industry. Total usable returns were obtained
from 74% of the personnel managers (N =594) and 60% of the
supervisors (N = 306).

The attitudes of the personnel managers and first-line supervisors
seemed to be generally favorable to the hiring and utilization of
physically handicapped workers, when all items are considered.
Handicapped workers were not seen as having higher accident rates,
turnover, absentceism, or lower production rates than non-handi-
capped workers. Most items pertaining to the personal character-
istics of partially disabled persons also evoked favorable responses.
Contrary to findings of other attitude surveys of a similar nature,
the cost of hiring the handicapped was not advanced as of major
importance. Most personnel managers were familiar enough with
workmen’s compensation laws to know that hiring handicapped
workers does not automatically raise their compensation rates. The
results of this survey seem to show that past efforts to educate pri-
vate industry as to the merits of hiring the handicapped have had
positive results to the extent that information given in such cam-
paigns has been assimilated by those for whom it was intended.
Representatives of private industry generally have the facts con-
cerning production, turnover, absenteeism, tardiness, and some as-
pects of workmen'’s compensation.

While attitudes seemed generally favorable, some fairly specific
attitudes that seem unfavorable to the hiring of the handicapped
were identified. Almost all the respondents agreed that anyone,
handicapped or not, who was willing to work hard had a good
chance of succeeding in their companies. However, responses to
certain items indicated that employment and advancement oppor-
tunities of handicapped workers were greatly minimized. The sur-
vey found that much emphasis was placed on the importance of
health and good appearance. To an even greater extent, flexibility
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was stressed as being important. Companies generally wanted em-
ployees who could be moved from one job to another and most re-
spondents agreed also that handicapped employees were difficult
to move around within a company. There was a strong rejection
of differential standards for employees meaning that handicapped
workers are expected to compete on equal terms with non-handi-
capped workers.

Many respondents saw definite limitations on both the abilities
and training of handicapped persons. About two in five agreed that
only a few jobs within any one company could be handled by
physically handicapped workers, and one in five agreed that jobs
within their own companies could not be structured for physically
handicapped workers. Half of the personnel managers and a third
of the supervisors agreed that it was hard to find jobs that physi-
cally disabled workers were trained to do. It would seem that not
enough persons within private industry are aware of the training
aspect of the vocational rehabilitation process.

The survey also indicated two other areas of the employment
situation in which the hiring of the handicapped might be affected
in an adverse way. First of all, many respondents were uninformed
on the second-injury fund aspect of workmen’s compensation. While
most personnel men knew that hiring of handicapped persons did
not raise insurance rates, they might conceivably be concerned with
the consequences of possible future accidents by these persons. Also,
many respondents felt that union contracts and seniority clauses
made it difficult to transfer workers to less demanding jobs when
they became unable to perform their usual tasks.

The attitudes discussed above would presumably lead to restric-
tions being placed on the employment of physically handicapped
individuals.

The personnel managers and supervisors indicated some of these
barriers to the hiring of the handicapped. Roughly one-half of both
groups disagreed with the statement, “When considering applicants
for a job, I do not allow a physical handicap to influence my deci-
sion one way or the other.” About one-half of the personnel man-
agers and one-fourth of the first-line supervisors agreed that a com-
pany should not hire anyone who cannot pass a physical exam. A
possible result of this attitude is that medical departments are often
given the task of screening out those with physical handicaps. About
one-fourth of the personnel men and one-half of the supervisors
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indicated that physical examinations screen-out most of the disabled
before they ever saw them.

Personnel men agreed that personnel managers often discrimi-
nated against the handicapped in their hiring, and supervisors also
perceived personnel managers as discriminatory. Almost half of the
personnel managers thought that first-line supervisors were against .
hiring of the handicapped, although only one-fourth of the super-
visors admitted to such prejudice. While situations doubtlessly vary
from company to company, the data indicate that personnel depart-
ments, first-line supervisors, and medical departments all constitute
potential barriers to the hiring of handicapped persons.

One of the major findings of this survey has been that the atti-
tudes of supervisors and personnel managers were generally very
similar. However, more supervisors were undecided on certain cost
and policy items than were personnel managers. This would be ex-
pected. It also seemed that supervisors differed somewhat from per-
sonnel men in their perception of the barriers to the hiring and use
of handicapped workers. More supervisors than personnel managers
seemed to see the medical department as keeping them from hiring
partially disabled workers, and fewer saw union contracts as being
restrictive. Since supervisors are nearer the actual job situation than
personnel managers, it is possible that there may actually be more
flexibility present in the job area than is perceived by personnel
departments.

Responses to items that dealt with possible solutions to the prob-
lem of the handicapped worker yielded the following conclusions.
While most respondents felt that certain industries were more favor-
ably suited than others to the employment of the handicapped, there
was no general agreement as to the characteristics of these indus-
tries. The problem of unemployment among the handicapped was
recognized but a great deal of indecision was apparent as to how
the problem might be solved. Any sort of governmental regulations
or laws requiring firms to hire qualified handicapped persons was
strongly rejected. This rejection of governmental intervention was
much stronger among personnel men than among supervisors.

A study was made of differences in responses among personnel
men grouped according to certain personal or company variables.
The number of response differences found was not much greater
than would have been expected by chance. The level of education
attained by the personnel manager was the most significant variable
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related to differences in response. The lack of consistent relation-
ships (or even strong trends) between these personal or company
variables and response patterns would seem to mean that attitudes
and practjces are more individually determined, and that each per-
sonnel manager and each company must be evaluated separately.
This finding argues against those who feel that certain kinds of
companies or individuals are more favorably disposed to the hiring
of the handicapped.

Certain other implications may be made from the data reported in
this monograph. First of all, it would seem that efforts to “educate”
representatives of private industry have been successful in im-
parting general information on the capabilities of the physically
handicapped worker. However, this knowledge has not appreciably
increased the employment of physically handicapped workers by pri-
vate industry. Unemployment remains much higher among handi-
capped than among non-handicapped workers. The inescapable con-
clusion is that while such general educational efforts serve their
useful purpose, a new focus is needed. This new focus might well
be to explore with each individual company the actual physical de-
mands of its jobs and the ability of physically handicapped persons
to meet these demands, and to assess and minimize the barriers that
exist within each company to the actual employment of the handi-
capped. '



introduction

The Vocational Rehabilitation Research Laboratory of the In-
dustrial Relations Center is currently engaged in research on the
work adjustment of physically handicapped individuals. The objec-
tive of this program is to define work adjustment through a study
of the relationships among several indicators of work adjustment.
Bulletin X of the present series lists and describes these indicators
and details the basis for the current program.!

One important aspect of the program is the study of correlates
of work adjustment—factors which presumably have some influence
on the individual’s adjustment to the world of work. These factors
include personal characteristics (such as sex, age, and disability),
antecedent factors (such as education, vocational preparation, and
rehabilitation history), job factors (such as type of work and work-
ing conditions) and situational factors (such as job market condi-
tions and family circumstances). One correlate of work adjustment
of the physically handicapped is the attitudes of management toward
the handicapped worker. 4

The need for an extensive survey of the attitudes of employers
towards the employment of physically handicapped workers became
apparent in the early studies in rehabilitation research conducted
in this laboratory. Several studies in the present series have docu-
mented the fact that physically handicapped workers can and do
perform creditably in the labor market.2 However, in spite of ‘the
publicity accorded the satisfactory work performance of the handi-
capped, the increase in rehabilitation services in recent years, and
improved methods of physical and vocational rehabilitation, coun-
seling and placement, the rate of unemployment among physically
handicapped workers remains inordinately high as compared with
the rate of unemployment in the labor force in general® Handi-
capped persons themselves attribute their unemployment or un-

! Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation: X. A Definition of Work Adjust-
ment. Industrial Relations Center Bulletin 30, University of Minnesota, May, 1960.

* Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation: I. Research Plan and Bibliography.
Industrial Relations Center Bulletin 21, University of Minnesota, June, 1958; VII. Factors
Related to Employment Success. Industrial Relations Center Bulletin 27, University of
Minnesota, May, 1959.

3 Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabdilitation: III. A Follow-up Study of Place-
ment Success. Industrial Relations Center Bulletin 23, University of Minnesota, August,
1958; VII. Factors Related to Employment Success. Industrial Relations Center Bulletin
217, University of Minnesota, May, 1959.
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satisfactory employment more often to employer resistance than to
any other single cause.* While employer resistance may be only one
possible explanation for this high rate of unemployment, and while
present knowledge extends only to the fact that many handicapped
persons perceive employer resistance to hiring them, it seemed im-
portant to study these perceptions further. If there is substantial
employer resistance, it is obvious that successful efforts at rehabili-
tation will be of little consequence since rehabilitated persons will
find poor acceptance in the labor market.

The problem posed above seems to be two-fold. First, are em-
ployers really prejudiced against the physically handicapped or are
these perceptions of employer prejudice without foundation? Sec-
ondly, if prejudice does exist, what methods will be most effective
in changing employers’ attitudes? Basic to the investigation of these
two problems is the measurement of employers’ attitudes.

The present bulletin reports a survey of employers’ attitudes
toward the physically handicapped worker. In order to survey as
many persons as possible with as many items as possible, a mail
questionnaire was used. The questionnaires presented statements
relating to attitudes or practices and the person responded by indi-
cating his agreement or disagreement with the item on a five-point
scale. Personnel managers were chosen as respondents for the initial
survey since it seemed that they were not only directly concerned
with the hiring and placement of workers, but that their attitudes
might reflect the policies of their firms. A subsequent survey was
made of supervisors and foremen. The purpose of this bulletin is to
report descriptively how personnel managers and supervisors have
responded to attitude statements presented to them.

4 Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation: III. A Follow-up Study of Place-
ment Success. Industrial Relations Center Bulletin 23, University of Minnesota, August,
1958.



Method

A pool of several hundred items was constructed by members of
the research staff based on interviews with handicapped persons,
other employer attitudes research projects,® textbooks,® staff discus-
sion, and individuals’ ideas. An attempt was made to sample as many
aspects of employer attitudes as was feasible. The universe of items
covered attitudes towards workers in general as well as handicapped
.workers, factual statements as well as opinion statements, items con-
cerning selection and placement procedures of the company, oppor-
tunities to project one’s reasons for not hiring handicapped workers,
“obvious” and “subtle” adaptations of the same ideas.

The large initial pool of items was reduced to the 225 of the most
promising items. These were randomly assigned to three question-
naires of 75 items each, referred to as Forms A, B, and C. To test
whether length of questionnaire had any effect either on percentage
of returns or on the way a particular item was answered, a fourth
questionnaire, Form D, was constructed of 40 items drawn from
Forms A, B, and C.

Each of the four questionnaires was sent with a covering letter
to 200 personnel managers (total N = 800) in the 47 conterminous
states other than Minnesota. The names were chosen randomly from
the mailing list of the Industrial Relations Center. A reminder card
was sent to non-respondents a week after the original mailing. Two
weeks after original mailing, another copy of the questionnaire was
sent with a letter. These materials are shown in the appendix. The

® Research projects
Baxt, Roland. Survey of employers’ practices and policies in the hiring of physically
impaired workers. May, 1959, Bull. Federal Employment & Guidance Serv.
Olshansky, M. A., Grob, S., Mulamud, I. T. Employers' attitudes and practices in the
hiring of ex-mental patients. Ment. Hyg., 1958, 42, 402-408.
Kirchner, W,, Lindbom, T. and Paterson, D. G. Attitudes toward the employment of
older people, J. Applied Psychol., 1952, 36, 154-156.
Tuckman, J., and Lorge, I. Attitudes toward older workers. J. Applied Psychol., 1952,
36, 149-153.
Pindell, H. D. Employer attitudes about psychiatric patients. J. Rehab., 1958, 24, 6-7.
Jennings, M. Twice handicapped. Occupations, 1951, 30, 176-181.
Kline, E. M. Heart disease and employment. Ind. Med. & Surg., 1954, 23, 126-127.
Dawis, R. V. The measurement of supervisory attitudes. Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation.
University of Minnesota, 1956.
¢ Textbooks
Lofquist, L. H. Vocational counseling with the physically handicapped. New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1957.
Patterson, C. H. Counseling the emotionally disturbed. New York: Harper, 1958.
Shartle, C. L. Occupational information. New York: Prentice-Hall, 1952.
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percentage of usable returns was 76% for Form A, 73.5% for Form
B, 73% for Form C, and 74.5% for the shorter Form D. For all forms
combined, the percentage of personnel managers returning com-
pleted, usable forms was 74%.

Each of Forms A, B, and C, was also sent to 170 supervisors (total
N =510) in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area. One hundred fifty of
these supervisors worked for one large manufacturing company,
and the remainder had taken a supervision course in the Extension
Division of the University of Minnesota. No claim is made as to the
representativeness of this sample. A reminder card was the only
follow-up used with this sample. The percentage of usable returns
from supervisors was 57.6% for Form A, 53.6% for Form B, 68.8%
for Form C, and 60% for all forms combined.



