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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: People with intellectual disabilities experience persistent marginalization in relation to work and employ-
ment. The concept of work inclusion provides a way of generating a more specific understanding of the meaning of employment
participation. Work inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities focuses not on mere presence, but instead emphasizes
relational aspects and potential for meaningful participation.
OBJECTIVE: In this paper we report on an empirical study into the experiences of people with intellectual disabilities of
employment participation in the Icelandic labor market. We considered their experiences in relation to four key components
of work inclusion, placing emphasis on how they perceived opportunities for inclusion related to social relations, belonging,
valued contributions and trust.
METHODS: This study used a qualitative research design. Data was collected with semi-structured interviews with 9
participants with intellectual disabilities who all had experience of being employed in the Icelandic labor market.
RESULTS: Our findings show the role of the work environment in participants’ experiences of opportunities for having
good relations at work, having a sense of belonging to the organization, being able to make a contribution to the goals of the
organization, and receiving trust in one’s professional role and responsibility. When participants experienced opportunities
in relation to these basic components of work inclusion, they felt more positively about their employment participation. Lack
of opportunities was reported as a reason for segregation and withdrawal.
CONCLUSION: This study shows the importance for work organizations and other actors in the labor market of paying
attention to components of work inclusion and their relation with corporate culture.
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1. Introduction

1.1. People with disabilities, work and
employment

In this paper we report on an empirical study into
the experiences of people with intellectual disabilities
of employment participation in the Icelandic labor
market. More specifically, we considered their expe-
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riences in relation to four key components of work
inclusion, placing emphasis on how they perceived
opportunities for inclusion related to social relations,
belonging, valued contribution and trust.

People with disabilities constitute a marginalized
and excluded group in relation to different domains of
society, including in work and employment. When it
comes to marginalization in the labor market, reports
by the OECD [1] and the European Union [2] demon-
strate that compared to people without disabilities,
people with disabilities are more likely to be out-
side the labor market or unemployed. Also in Iceland
there is a gap in employment rates between persons
with and without disabilities, estimated by Eurostat
at around 20 percentage points [2] and by Statistics
Iceland [3] at around 50 percentage points. Although
there is a general lack of statistical data, there is a con-
sensus that employment participation is even more
challenging for people with intellectual disabilities
compared to people with disabilities in general [4].

1.2. Work inclusion

Besides a large body of research concerned with
identifying barriers in the labor market, for exam-
ple disability-related prejudice in society [5] and
bias in employers’ hiring decisions [6], scholars have
emphasized work inclusion as a conceptual point of
departure for understanding processes that lead to
marginalization as well as opportunities for partic-
ipation [7]. The concept of work inclusion has been
developed in relation to the more general concept of
social inclusion and considers individuals’ opportu-
nities to participate in society on a basis of respect
for difference. To be included is more than physical
presence and it does not mean that a person needs to
accept the norms and views of the dominant groups
in society, i.e. people without disabilities [7]. From a
disability-related work inclusion perspective, people
with disabilities cannot be expected to adjust to dom-
inant work-related norms which reflect, for example,
standard performance expectations and preconditions
for employment participation. Instead, work inclu-
sion rests on a recognition of human diversity and
refers to a situation in which people have full access
to valued professional roles, and opportunities are
available for meaningful participation. This involves
recognition of professional competence and contribu-
tion, perceptions of belonging to a larger social entity,
and relationships of good quality with others in the
workplace characterized by mutual trust and support
[8, 9]. In empirical studies into work participation of

people with disabilities in general and people with
intellectual disabilities in particular, the main focus
has been on social integration, i.e. work participa-
tion based on mere presence and/or existing norms
about work [9]. This has led to calls for developing
and applying the concept of ‘work inclusion’ within
theoretical, empirical and policy perspectives.

Indeed, work inclusion has been proposed as a key
concept by scholars in disability studies [e.g. 10, 11]
to develop an understanding of employment partici-
pation of people with disabilities as part of an effort
to fundamentally rethink what work means and how
it can be organized to take diversity into account.
As Abberley [12] has pointed out, the reversal of
exclusion from employment is not merely employ-
ment participation, but inclusion in work in a broad
sense.

Work inclusion has been the focus of empirical
studies into aspects of work such as recognition of
people with disabilities’ skills and competence [13]
and access to roles of leadership for workers with
intellectual disabilities [14], and more generally orga-
nizational culture [15, 16].

1.3. Work inclusion and support in the
workplace

The social environment of the workplace is impor-
tant for the experiences of people with intellectual
disabilities in terms of being successful, valuable
and accepted as employees [4, 9]. Lysaght et al.
[17] applied the concept of work inclusion in their
study about the experiences of people with intellec-
tual disabilities with regard to inclusion in diverse
work settings, including paid employment in the labor
market. Their study shows the general importance
of work for social inclusion and identifies social
relations and opportunities to develop a sense of con-
tribution and belonging as key components.

Interestingly, in relation to organizing work,
Lysaght et al. [17] show the importance of a work
environment that considers employees with disabil-
ities’ characteristics such as preference and skills.
The importance of a supportive work environment
has also been addressed in a study by Gustafsson et
al. [18] about the role of supported employment in
supporting employees with disabilities’ feelings of
being in valued roles and their sense of social belong-
ing. From their study, the authors concluded that
specific attention should be given to job-matching
and establishment of natural supports in the work-
place. Another example is a study by Jahoda et al.
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[19], which suggests that supported employment has
a potential to offer more opportunities for work inclu-
sion and social interaction with other co-workers
without disabilities. Recent research by Hardonk et
al. [20] provides indications that this potential is
not always realized, as job counsellors in supported
employment experience difficulties in supporting
work inclusion, notwithstanding their recognition of
its importance.

1.4. Inclusive work environments

Approaches based on work inclusion have also
found their way into policy and legal frameworks,
as illustrated by the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [21], which
describes state actors’ responsibility for promoting
and protecting people with disabilities’ right to work
within the context of a ‘work environment that is
open, inclusive and accessible to persons with dis-
abilities’ [21].

Corporate culture emerges from the literature as
an important aspect related to work inclusion as it
affects co-workers and supervisors’ attitudes as well
as the structure and practices of the organization,
for example in relation to reasonable accommo-
dations. Several studies have described ways in
which corporate culture ultimately affects employ-
ment experiences of people with disabilities [e.g.
22]. Corporate cultures that rest upon stereotypical
notions of workers with disabilities may create bar-
riers to inclusion [23], while inclusive cultures may
create opportunities. The impact of corporate culture
however, is not straightforward, as illustrated in a
study by Mik-Meyer [24] which shows how even in
organizations that place emphasis on being inclusive,
people with disabilities are in some cases discur-
sively positioned as ‘different’ by their co-workers
and managers.

Research has also shown that people with dis-
abilities are often aware of their marginalization or
the risk thereof. When affirming their competence,
establishing meaningful social relations or pursu-
ing opportunities to make a valued contribution,
employees with disabilities often have to engage with
stereotypical expectations rooted in corporate cul-
ture. Examples are the traditional notion of the ‘ideal
employee’ [25], who is constructed as a person who
does not have a disability, or the ‘norm to be kind’,
which replaces co-workers’ and supervisor’s profes-
sional expectations with pity and a charitable gaze
[26]. Empirical studies have described how employ-

ees with disabilities are reflexive of their position
within the work organization and develop strate-
gies to resist and counteract stereotypical norms and
assumptions that impact on their jobs and careers, for
example in relation to performance evaluation and
assessments for potential promotion [27, 28]. The
potential for employees with disabilities to develop
their professional identities has also been shown to
be influenced by stereotypical expectations of dis-
ability [29] and prevailing discourses about disability
in the organization [30]. Along with people with
psychological disabilities, people with intellectual
disabilities have been demonstrated to be in a particu-
larly difficult position when it comes to stereotypical
expectations and opportunities for developing their
careers [31], relying often on active support from
family members to get jobs and often not getting
opportunities for promotion [32].

1.5. Aim of the study

From the previously mentioned research about
employment participation of people with intellectual
disabilities it becomes clear that its outcome can be
more or less successful inclusion, but also marginal-
ization within the workplace [14] and even permanent
withdrawal from the labor market, sometimes termed
‘self-segregation’ [33]. It is therefore important to
generate more insight into how work inclusion is
reflected in the dynamic process of employment
participation of people with intellectual disabilities
and the conditions in which it takes place. Conse-
quently, this study aimed to analyze the experiences
of employment participation of people with intellec-
tual disabilities in the Icelandic labor market with
a focus on opportunities for good social relations,
belonging, valued contributions to the organization,
and trust. Although there is no consensus in the lit-
erature on a precise definition of social inclusion in
general or work inclusion in particular, these compo-
nents are commonly described as basic components
in relation to work inclusion for people with intel-
lectual disabilities [7–9], thus providing a conceptual
basis for generating knowledge about employment
participation of people with intellectual disabilities.

This study was conducted in Iceland as part of
a larger research project about work inclusion for
people with intellectual disabilities. Following calls
by critical disability studies scholars [34], we placed
emphasis in this study on bringing forward the voices
of people with intellectual disabilities themselves,
as they have historically been and continue to be
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marginalized in debates about what constitutes work
and who deserves opportunities for employment and
career development. On this basis, our study aims to
contribute to the growing body of empirical research
that seeks to increase understanding about the mean-
ing of work inclusion in day-to-day work experiences
of people with intellectual disabilities, which has the
potential to inform labor market policy and practices
in work organizations.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants and methods

This study used a qualitative research design. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 9 participants with intellectual disabilities (four
women and five men). For recruitment purposes we
collaborated with organizations of people with dis-
abilities and self-advocacy groups, who distributed
invitations and information sheets about the study
among their members and networks. Sampling was
based on a combination of purposive and snowballing
approaches. Through purposive sampling diversity
was achieved in the sample in terms of gender, age,
type of intellectual disability, working experience,
and job type. While all participants had intellectual
disabilities, their specific impairments were diverse,
including Down syndrome, developmental disability
and autism. None of the participants had additional
physical, sensory or other impairments. Participants
were aged 22–40 and most were working in the
regular labor market at the time of interview. Two
participants were working in a segregated setting but
had experience of fulltime and part-time work in the
labor market. Participants’ work experience in the
regular labor market ranged from 2 to 25 years in for
example retail, entertainment, food production, pro-
viding services at municipalities (e.g. health care and
well-being), and cleaning services. Most participants
worked on a day-to-day basis without support from
specific labor market programs and in that sense were
employed in similar conditions as their colleagues
without disabilities. However, all participants were
entitled to such support, which is coordinated by the
supported employment program at the ‘Directorate of
Labor’ (Icelandic: Vinnumálastofnun) should there
be a specific need. It should be noted that this type of
support is limited in scope in Iceland. One participant
received support from professionals at a segregated
workplace, where he worked part-time. These pro-

fessionals also followed him in his part-time job in
the regular labor market.

We discussed with participants their experiences
of work in the labor market and they were given
ample opportunity and encouragement to express
their views and explanations for their experiences.
This means that issues related to their characteris-
tics in general, and their impairments in particular
could be mentioned by participants as being of rele-
vance. In line with our theoretical and methodological
approach, we did not develop explanations based on
participants’ impairments outside of their own expe-
riences.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
participants by the first author over the period
September 2020 – January 2021. The purpose of the
interviews was to gain rich information about partici-
pants’ experiences and views of working in the labor
market. The interviews were guided by a list of top-
ics and themes which was developed through study of
literature and consisted of the following main compo-
nents: participants’ background; general experience
in the current job and previous jobs; experiences
related to skills, responsibility, trust, and professional
development; social relations at work; and expecta-
tions regarding work inclusion. Emphasis was placed
on providing participants with the opportunity to dis-
cuss experiences in which they felt included in the
workplace, as well as experiences that reveal barriers
to inclusion.

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the majority of
interviews was held online through video meetings.
Interviews lasted from 25 minutes to 70 minutes and
were audio-recorded. All interviews were conducted
and transcribed verbatim in Icelandic. At the stage
of interview transcription, names and locations that
could be traced back to participants were replaced
by pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. Data anal-
ysis was conducted on anonymized transcripts and
descriptive quotations selected for publication were
translated to English. The completion of data col-
lection was decided upon when it emerged that
participants discussed experiences of work inclusion
that resonated with recurring themes and patterns in
the data, which is often referred to as ‘saturation’ in
data collection [35].

The analytical process of this study is consistent
with grounded theory proposed by Charmaz [36] as
it focuses both on developing in-depth understand-
ing of individuals’ experiences within their contexts,
and theory development. In line with the principles of
grounded theory, data analysis was started during the
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Fig. 1. Overview of the coding process.

process of data collection and rested upon constant
comparison and theoretical sampling. The first step of
the analysis consisted of initial line-by-line coding,
followed by focused coding aimed at synthesizing
and categorizing the initial codes into themes that
were used to revise the interview guide. In the next
step basic components of work inclusion [9] were
introduced as sensitizing concepts to guide theoreti-
cal coding within a grounded theory approach. The
goal of introducing sensitizing concepts is not to limit
the analytical process to preconceived notions, but
instead to develop and deepen description and under-
standing of the themes and relations that emerge from
the data through the process of coding and interpre-
tation [37]. Particularly in the case of broad concepts
such as the basic components of work inclusion,
the combination of inductive analysis and sensitiz-
ing concepts creates opportunities for deepening our
understanding of themes and patterns in participants’
experiences in relation to work inclusion. Figure 1
shows the analytical process with code examples.

Both researchers participated in an intersubjec-
tive dialogue to support trustworthiness of the study.
This means that the researchers compared codes and
interpretations in direct relation to the data, aimed at
understanding how they moved through the analytical
process in the direction of understanding participants’

experiences in relation to basic components of work
inclusion.

2.2. Ethics and consent

Given that this study is aimed at the experiences of
people with intellectual disabilities, we were particu-
larly aware of ethical challenges and considerations.
One ethical aspect in relation to this study is the
potentially imbalanced power relationship between
researchers and participants, which may place par-
ticipants at risk [38]. At no point in this study was
personal information made accessible to other par-
ties. To ensure that participants were aware of the
aim of the study, their role in it, and measures to
ensure anonymity and confidentiality, the researchers
developed not only a standard document for informa-
tion and informed consent, but also an equivalent in
accessible language. Participants got the opportunity
to ask questions and written consent was obtained.
Emphasis was also placed on participants’ right to
consult with and be assisted by another person. One
participant chose to bring an assistant to the interview.

The first author, who conducted the interviews,
has a background in social education and profes-
sional experience of providing support to people
with intellectual disabilities. Her professional skills
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enabled her to engage in conversations with partic-
ipants who expressed themselves in non-traditional
ways. To avoid that previous experiences would influ-
ence the course of the interviews or the data analysis,
the researchers placed much emphasis on collabo-
rative development of the interview guide, and the
implementation of an intersubjective procedure in the
phases of analysis and writing. In addition, no inter-
views were held with individuals with whom the first
author had any previous professional relation.

3. Results

In this section the findings of our analysis are orga-
nized according to participants’ experiences of social
relations, belonging, valued contribution and trust in
the work environment. While these four basic com-
ponents of work inclusion provided a good basis as
sensitizing concepts in the analytical process, they
emerged from our analysis as interrelated within
the experiences of people with intellectual disabili-
ties. Participants’ accounts reflected aspects related
to more than one basic component, offering insight
into how the components were intertwined in shaping
opportunities or creating barriers to inclusion. This
was the case for all four components, however it was
most pertinent for ‘social relations’‚ and ‘belong-
ing’ on one hand, and ‘contribution’ and ‘trust’ on
the other. To create space for describing how partic-
ipants’ experiences relate to several components at
once, the results are organized based on these two
sets of closely related components.

3.1. Social relations and belonging

Participants in our study explained how social rela-
tions with co-workers affected their opportunities
for work inclusion and job satisfaction. They dis-
cussed their experiences of how good social relations
could lead to better support from co-workers, which
made them feel more secure and confident in their
job performance. Julie, for example, had at the time
of interview decades of experience working in the
labor market. She had various jobs over the years,
which she experienced as more or less successful.
She explained the importance of good working rela-
tions to feel secure enough to express her needs and
preferences:

Well, it´s just, thanks to my co-workers, I feel
like... now I just point that out to them myself.

And I just told my boss: “hey, I can´t just take
instructions from . . . ” For example, in my work
unit there are two heads of department and I just
can´t . . . if one of them tells me “do it [the task at
hand] like this” and the other tells me “no, don´t
do it like this, do it like that”, then my head will
just spin. [...]. But now there are clear instruc-
tions and I´m a part of everything, like I organize
meetings and things like that. -Julie

In Julie’s example, social relations provided her
with opportunities for dealing with conflicting or
unclear information in her job. Because she experi-
enced good social relations with her co-workers, she
got the opportunity to address conflicting informa-
tion while feeling comfortable and secure doing so.
She also mentioned that her social relations at work
gave her the opportunity to be a part of the things
that are going on. At the time of interview, Julie felt
included in every aspect of the workplace, such as
staff meetings, something she had not experienced in
her previous jobs.

Similar examples appeared in the accounts of other
participants. At the time of interview, Josh had been
working in the labor market for four years and he
was an employee at a day service center for people
with severe disabilities. Like Julie, Josh felt that his
social relations with co-workers had been helpful and
provided him with confidence to seek guidance when
needed:

Yes, people are just nice. I´ve never experienced a
workplace where people are just genuinely nice.
Always prepared to help and interested in getting
to know me – and because of that, when I want
to, I´m more willing to ask for guidance when I´m
not sure of something. -Josh

The quality of social relations and the opportuni-
ties they provide for good communication appeared
as a key factor in participants’ job satisfaction and
their well-being in the workplace. It also strengthened
their confidence as illustrated in the accounts of Julie
and Josh. They experienced being treated as equals
by their co-workers without disabilities, resulting in
feelings of security in the work environment and an
inclination to seek guidance when needed.

However, other participants described different
and more difficult experiences. These participants
mentioned that when social relations were weak, this
led to feelings of being an outsider, insecurity and
even depression. Some participants described nega-
tive social relations in which they felt humiliated by
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co-workers and some experienced getting scolded for
their work performance. Anne, for example, had been
working as an assistant in a cafeteria, a job that she
got after junior college and which she had held for
2 years at the time of interview. She mentioned that
when she first started in her job, she felt pressured
to master her work tasks in a short period of time.
When something went wrong, instead of receiving
support and guidance, Anne experienced being put
in her place for making mistakes.

One of my co-workers in particular, when I just
started, she said things like ‘I´m so weird’, ‘I can´t
do or know anything in the kitchen’. I have never
worked in a kitchen before. She works very fast
and she is always in a hurry, but I have never
been that way. And on multiple occasions she has
scolded me and things like that. And then I just
feel awful afterwards. -Anne

In Anne´s example, lack of understanding and of
supportive social relations made her feel insecure and
miserable. She experienced the support and time she
got from her supervisors to learn new tasks as too lim-
ited to enable her to become competent in her job. In
the absence of guidance and support that fulfilled her
needs, Anne felt that her supervisor and co-workers
viewed her as an incompetent worker.

In some cases, negative experiences with social
relations or a complete lack of social relations led
to participants’ deciding to quit their job. Emma,
for example, had been working in the labor mar-
ket for a decade when she decided to quit and
move into sheltered work for people with dis-
abilities. She explained that sheltered work gave
her more opportunities for good social relation-
ships in the workplace, as opposed to the labor
market, where she felt it was difficult to estab-
lish social connections with her co-workers without
disabilities.

It is not the same. It was just difficult to find some-
one to connect with, because everyone else . . .
No one was at my age or had the same or similar
background as I have. [...]. But then in [the shel-
tered workplace] I know a lot of people, and I´ve
known them for a long time. -Emma

Emma’s account shows the effect co-workers lack
of interest in diverse employees had on her relations
with them. It should be noted that throughout the
interview Emma mentioned difficulties in establish-
ing social relations with co-workers in all jobs that
she had held during a presence in the labor market of

more than ten years. This explains her use of the term
‘background’ in this citation, which refers to Emma’s
experience as a person with an intellectual disability
encountering barriers in the labor market.

David reported a similar experience. He had been
working at a nursing home for a number of years and
when it was closed, he was transferred to a similar
workplace. During the interview, David described his
years working at the first nursing home as a positive
experience, characterized by good social relations
with co-workers based on equality and trust, and
work tasks and responsibilities similar to those of
other employees without disabilities. David’s assis-
tant paraphrased his account in the following way:

There he [David] was, he took care of the inven-
tory, he had a key, they trusted him to do these
tasks, and he received [responsibility over the
entire] inventory and for putting everything in the
right place. He was working in the kitchen, and,
like I said, if somebody called in sick, he was the
one to call [...] even early in the morning they
would call and say “Hey someone called in sick,
can you cover that?”, and it was just wonderful.
–David’s assistant

When the nursing home was closed, he was trans-
ferred to a similar job at another nursing home. There,
David felt alone and very few people interacted with
him. When asked about his social relationships with
co-workers, David and his assistant said:

David: Well, there were maybe one or two who
chatted with me, but I don´t know . . .

David’s assistant: No, it was just very difficult.
He only stayed there for a few months so he could
finish work at the end of the summer, but he got
very anxious about going to work. And I thought
“when it has gone this bad, we just have to, well,
[quit]”.

David attached much importance not only to the
quality of his social relations but, interestingly, also
to opportunities for making a valued contribution to
the workplace and strengthening his position as an
employee. In the next section we consider in more
detail participants’ experiences in relation to opportu-
nities for contributing to the goals of the organization.

3.2. Valued contribution and trust

Our analysis sheds light on how the contributions
our participants were able to make to their workplace
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played a role in their experience of work. When par-
ticipants felt they had work tasks that constituted a
significant contribution to the goals of the organi-
zation this made them feel like valuable and valued
workers.

Participants’ had different experiences in relation
to the opportunities they received for doing valued
work and making a contribution to the organization.
Some participants mentioned how they felt posi-
tive about being able to use their personal strengths
and skills in their job. Josh, for example, worked
as an instructor in a day service center for peo-
ple with severe disabilities. He described how he
got the opportunity to use his personal strengths
and skills when providing support to clients of
the center. This enabled him to bring support in
line with clients’ views and experiences. Interest-
ingly, Josh described his intellectual disability as
a strength in performing his job. Josh’s experience
as a person with a disability enabled him to better
understand how clients feel and how they approach
their environment. This gave him an advantage over
his co-workers who do not possess experiences of
disability:

I myself have a disability, atypical autism, so I
understand, and I have another view on people
with disabilities. How they are feeling, what they
want to do . . . and their thoughts. I can connect
with that . . . I am able to better connect to these
individuals than my co-workers without disabili-
ties who also work as instructors. -Josh

In this way, Josh was able to make a specific and
valued contribution to the organization.

Other participants also mentioned their experience
as a person with a disability as a strength when it came
to performing their jobs and making a contribution.
For example, Iris, who had been working in a library
for many years at the time of interview, mentioned
that being a person with a disability, she could easily
establish connection and trust with children with dis-
abilities who visit the library. She also raised attention
among her supervisors to the lack of accessibility of
the library for people with disabilities:

Iris: Yes, [I told them] how they could improve
accessibility at the library where I was working.
For the visitors.

Interviewer: And how did that go?

Iris: Very well.

Interviewer: And did they make any changes?

Iris: Yes, with an elevator [...] and now there is an
elevator and [people with disabilities] can seek
assistance if they need to. – Iris

These examples show how experiences of dis-
ability can be a foundation for competence and
contribution. When recognized as a strength by
the work environment, being able to employ
disability-based knowledge and insight provided our
participants with positive feelings about their position
as employees within the organization and therefore a
sense of empowerment.

Receiving trust and responsibility emerged from
our analysis as another important aspect of par-
ticipants’ experiences in relation to making a
contribution and feeling valuable as an employee.
Julie, for example, explained that what she enjoys
most at work is the confidence her co-workers have in
her competence and the responsibility they give her.
In relation to this, she also mentioned that she got
opportunities for developing her professional skills.

I´m trusted with responsibility, and I´m trusted
for . . . like I am supervising a discussion group,
we have these groups and I´m responsible for one.
I get preparation time and my opinion matters.
-Julie

Interestingly, Julie’s experience in her previous job
was quite the opposite:

They [supervisors] didn’t trust me to do vari-
ous tasks and my opinions didn’t matter. If I saw
something that I disliked and I wanted to change
things, it just didn’t matter [to them]. And, you
know, the manager and the assistant manager
were jerks. He would be constantly watching me
and the clock during my coffee breaks. -Julie

Julie mentioned this to show how difficult it was
for her in her previous job to make a contribution and
how it negatively affected her feelings of being a valu-
able employee. A sense of distrust in the workplace
due to their disability was also mentioned by other
participants. For example, by Eric, who was working
in a hardware store with employment support at the
time of interview. One of the reasons for choosing
this type of work was his interest in carpentry and he
therefore asked for a job in the lumber department.
He recalled how his supervisor did not approve of that
and justified his decision by saying that it would be
too dangerous for him, notwithstanding the support
Eric gets on a full-time basis:
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He didn’t want to send me to the lumber depart-
ment, because of the traffic and stuff, cars and
big work tools and stuff. He was just scared that
I might get hit by a car or something. He´s just
making sure that won´t happen, so... -Eric

Instead of an emphasis on accommodations and
assistance, Eric’s experience suggests paternalism
guiding his supervisor’s decision, which constituted
a barrier for Eric to engage with work tasks in line
with his field of interest.

These examples illustrate how access to relevant
work tasks that fit with participants’ interests and
competence promote feelings of being able to make
a valued contribution. In relation to the content of
work, participants also gave importance to being
trusted to perform diverse – as opposed to a lim-
ited number of different – tasks. For example, David
experienced entirely different approaches in rela-
tion to him as an employee with an intellectual
disability. At the nursing home where he worked
first, he had diverse work tasks and he felt that
he was trusted by his co-workers. As his assistant
paraphrased:

And they [co-workers and supervisors] just
trusted him completely and it was just great. Just
amazing. All his co-workers were great and they
trusted him and let him do a lot of different tasks.
–David´s assistant

After the nursing home was closed and he got
a similar job at another nursing home, David was
trusted for few tasks:

It was like they were trying to find something
for him to do, just because. Maybe, like, [imper-
sonates supervisor] “wash this window”. And he
just felt awful, because he likes having something
to do, doing nothing makes him uncomfortable.
-David´s assistant

In what was supposed to be a similar job, David was
only assigned one specific and very basic cleaning
task. He was not given any of the other responsi-
bilities that he had had before, as described under
‘social relations and belonging’. David felt he was
not trusted and he no longer experience himself as an
employee who actively makes a contribution to the
workplace. In other words, his job had become rather
empty and meaningless. The absence of trust which
David experienced made him feel useless at his job,
lacking any kind of meaningful or valued contribu-
tion. This ultimately led to David deciding to quit his

job at the nursing home and to choose unemployment
over employment.

Positive feedback from supervisors and co-
workers about task performance also appeared from
our analysis as an important aspect of the oppor-
tunities that participants experienced for making a
valued contribution to the organization. Not only did
positive feedback make participants feel good about
themselves as employees, they also interpreted it as
a reassurance that they were contributing something
valuable to the organization. Josh explained how
appreciated he feels with regular feedback:

Yes, I usually get told that I´m doing a good job
and I really appreciate that. I myself like to com-
pliment people and welcome my co-workers to
work and stuff like that. And when a co-worker
has been working for a while [at the workplace],
I tell them that they are doing good. -Josh

As seen in Josh’s example, regular feedback, in
his case in the form of compliments about his work,
affected how the participants felt about their role
in the workplace and it made them more positive
about their experiences in the labor market. Without
exception, participants described how positive feed-
back gave them more self-confidence and a sense of
contributing as full and valued employees.

4. Discussion

The aim of this empirical study was to analyze
the experiences of people with intellectual disabili-
ties in the Icelandic labor market with regard to key
components in relation to work inclusion; opportu-
nities for good social relations, belonging, valued
contributions to the organization, and trust [7–9]. This
study builds on the accounts of a relatively small
sample of people with intellectual disabilities with
diverse backgrounds and experiences of work in the
Icelandic labor market. Consistent with the aim of
our study and its qualitative methodology, the find-
ings presented here are not aimed at generalizability.
However, our analysis has provided in-depth insight
into work inclusion as a process that takes place
in the context of the workplace. This helps to bet-
ter understand the ways in which work inclusion of
people with intellectual disabilities takes shape and
how it relates to aspects of the work organization.
Such knowledge has the potential to contribute to
advancing the research field and offer pathways for
policy and practice to address persistent exclusion of
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people with intellectual disabilities from work and
employment.

4.1. Social relations as a central aspect of work
inclusion

The quality of social relations with co-workers
emerged throughout all interviews as an important
aspect of work inclusion. Good social relations were
described in terms of opportunities for support from
colleagues to perform in a job and confidence to
seek guidance when needed. Social relations with co-
workers also appeared to be important for enabling
a sense of belonging. These findings resonate with
a recent study about work inclusion in the con-
text of supported employment by Gustafsson et al.
[18], who described how good social support among
co-workers could lead to “natural supports” in the
workplace, which positively influenced conditions of
social inclusion. Their study also concluded [18] that
through natural support, a sense of belonging can be
developed.

While our findings indicate that good social rela-
tions with co-workers may lead to opportunities for
experiencing work inclusion and job satisfaction,
social relations experienced by our participants as
negative created barriers to inclusion, because they
create difficulties in understanding job tasks, express-
ing needs for accommodations, or receiving support.
Difficult social relations also involved ‘othering’ of
the person with a disability [24], and devaluation
against the benchmark of the ‘ideal employee’ [25].
This in turn affected their experiences of develop-
ing a sense of belonging to the work organization.
The potential impact of negative social relations can
be summarized as a pathway to exclusion within the
workplace and our findings further explain processes
of exclusion that have previously been marked as
important in empirical studies about employment par-
ticipation of people with disabilities in general [e.g.
24] and people with intellectual disabilities in partic-
ular [e.g. 14]. This study also lends further support
to the observation made by Kulkarni et al. [39] that
when it comes to inclusion of people with disabilities
in work, the role of co-workers is most influential.
In order for people with disabilities to experience
being ‘real employees’ who belong in the organiza-
tion like all other employees, social relations with
diverse employees need to be carefully considered.

While our study does not suggest any order of pri-
ority of basic components of work inclusion, social
relations appeared as important in itself and in rela-

tion to other basic components. This is reflected in
the observation that experiences of exclusion related
to negative social relations in the workplace in some
cases result in people with intellectual disabilities giv-
ing up on work inclusion in the regular labor market
altogether and turning to segregated activities such as
sheltered work. Our findings show that this could be
explained by their experiences of emphasis on good
social relations in segregated settings, making these
settings more attractive in the face of barriers to social
relations in the regular labor market.

4.2. Valued contribution and trust

Valuation of work [9] – in combination with trust –
emerged from our study as an important component
of work inclusion that connected different aspects
within participants’ experiences. Our findings show
the importance for work inclusion of people with
intellectual disabilities of being able to perform tasks
which are relevant to the goals of the organization
and which appeal to their interests. When, on the
other hand, our participants experienced that their
work tasks were pointless or well below their skill
levels, they felt like useless employees who do not
bear any value to the organization. In other words,
having the opportunity to perform valued tasks with
a large degree of autonomy [see also 40] and bear
responsibility for one’s role in the organization was
experienced as a key aspect of inclusion, leading to
employees with intellectual disabilities being able
to employ their skills and personal strengths. Inter-
estingly, this included specific knowledge related to
being disabled in the world, which in some cases
enabled our participants to make unique contribu-
tions to the organization. In addition, valuation of
their work roles and responsibility appeared to be
related to empowerment, by creating opportunities
for individuals with intellectual disabilities to con-
sciously develop goals and ambitions in their careers.
Valuation thus emerges as a key condition to enable
people with intellectual disabilities to manage their
jobs and careers through different strategies such as
those described by Jammaers et al. [28] and Kulkarni
et al. [27].

Closely related to responsibility was the impor-
tance of trust as a key aspect of participants’
experience of work in the labor market. Being trusted
to perform work roles appeared to lead to feelings
of being equal to co-workers without disabilities and
gave our participants confidence to perform tasks and
develop their work roles. As opposed to trust, pater-
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nalism and distrust regarding the ability to perform
tasks was experienced as a barrier to feeling valued
and making a relevant contribution to the work tasks,
resulting in feelings of uselessness and exclusion.

4.3. Implications for research, policy and
practice

The concept of work inclusion being part of arti-
cle 27 of the UNCRPD [21] provides a basis for
development of new policy and practices which
requires knowledge development about existing prac-
tices through research. Addressing different types
of productivity in work inclusion, Hall et al. [41]
and Lysaght et al. [17] have pointed out that work
in the regular labor market as it is experienced by
people with disabilities, in this day and age, may
not always entail opportunities for inclusion. When
work in the labor market induces feelings of useless-
ness and even being intimidated, as we found in our
study and also discussed by Hall [14], people with
intellectual disabilities may decide to self-exclude
within their jobs, by quitting their jobs or leaving
the labor market altogether [14]. This does how-
ever not constitute an argument for or against certain
work settings. Indeed, the work inclusion lens applied
in this study avoids such oversimplification in our
understanding of the potential for work inclusion
of regular and segregated settings. With regard to
social relations, a study by Hall et al. [8] suggests
that people with intellectual disabilities experience
social relations within employment as conducive to
opportunities for inclusion that are not available in
segregated settings. Likewise, our study provides fur-
ther illustrations of the interrelatedness of quality of
social relations, belonging, valued contributions and
trust in the work experiences of people with intellec-
tual disabilities. These insights underline the merit
of a work inclusion approach that involves multiple
basic components for generating knowledge about
the ways in which opportunities for work inclusion
are created in different work environments. In doing
so, a work inclusion approach contributes insight into
inclusion as a process and lived experience that takes
into account the context of the workplace.

Our study findings also have implications in terms
of policy and practice in the labor market. Having
a paid job does not guarantee work inclusion and
social relations emerge from our study as a matter of
priority. Therefore, it can be argued that labor mar-
ket measures such as supported employment should
emphasize supporting social relations of good quality

in the workplace. This implies attention to relations
that foster trust, feelings of belonging and valued
contributions to the organization. In a recent study,
Hardonk et al. [20] have demonstrated how high case
load and a lack of available resources result in job
counsellors in supported employment in Iceland not
being able to provide follow-up support in such a
way that it assists in making the organization more
inclusive. A similar emphasis on placement has been
suggested in other studies as well [9, 42] and is likely
to limit the potential for work inclusion, especially
knowing that social relations are not built in one
conversation between support professionals, people
with intellectual disabilities and their co-workers and
supervisors. Our study provides further ground for
developing and implementing labor market measures
that target organizations as a whole – not only people
with intellectual disabilities – and for longer peri-
ods of time to achieve the aim of facilitating work
inclusion.

Based on our findings we argue that corporate cul-
ture needs to be considered in order to avoid barriers
to inclusion and instead actively create opportunities
for people with intellectual disabilities. As Schur et al.
[23] have pointed out, corporate cultures that rest on
expectations of able-bodiedness result in barriers in
terms of hiring, work processes, social relations and
the accessibility of the work environment. Our study
shows how this is experienced by people with intel-
lectual disabilities and suggests that to avoid these
barriers organizations need to recognize the interre-
latedness of different components of work inclusion
[9] and their relation with corporate culture in the cre-
ation of barriers and opportunities for work inclusion.
We argue that human resource managers, co-workers,
supervisors and support professionals need to con-
sider work inclusion not as a special project but rather
an approach to be mainstreamed in corporate culture.
Scholars have in this regard demonstrated the poten-
tial of practices such as ‘job crafting’, which takes
diversity into account as a basic organizing principle
and improves the position of workers with disabilities
[43].

In terms of the consequences of expectations of
able-bodiedness in corporate culture for work inclu-
sion [23], our study findings show how corporate
culture in which intellectual disability is approached
from a perspective of pity and compassion may be
detrimental to work inclusion of people with intellec-
tual disabilities. Such approaches, while seemingly
benign, reflect stereotypically low expectations and
lack of trust in the skills and aspirations of people with
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intellectual disabilities. Our findings thus shed light
on how people with intellectual disabilities experi-
ence barriers to being included as employees because
of two aspects of corporate culture, on one hand
the ‘norm to be kind’ [29] that limits expectations
towards employees with disabilities and promotes
tokenistic hiring, and on the other hand organizational
discourses that limit opportunities of people with dis-
abilities for developing their professional identities
[30]. However, our findings also point towards ways
in which the work environment can be supportive and
achieve relations in which people with intellectual
disabilities experience trust and recognition [see also
32].

5. Conclusion

The work inclusion approach that underlies this
study offers a constructive approach to better under-
stand the perspectives on employment participation
of people with intellectual disabilities themselves.
Our findings encourage not only further research
related to the basic components of work inclusion
and their interrelatedness, but also – and not least –
the development of labor market measures and human
resource practices that rest on an active engagement
with the work environments in which people with
intellectual disabilities participate.
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