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Disabled people or disabling jobs ?
Working conditions in adapted work
enterprises in France.

Abbas MOALLE®

RESUME This study of 638
work situations

and workstations in over 200 Adapted
Work Centres in France shows that
little real effort has been made 1o
adapt and create workstations for
people with learning disabilities.
On the contrary, disabled workers
are often placed in unacceptable
and dangerous working conditions
that sometimes even exaggerate
their individual disabilities. Such
workstations provide appalling working
conditions that can be damaging to
workers” health and sometimes even
dangerous. By not allowing individuals
o improve their performance and
productivity, and thus to reinforce their

social standing, they instead create
further handicap and disability.

KEYWORDS ‘Working conditions,
ergonomics,
sheltered workshops, Adapted Work
Centres.

INTRODUCTION Integrating people
with leaming

disabilities into
the workforce in France, as in the rest
of the world, is a recent phenomenon.
In 1957, less than 45 years ago,
legislation led 1o the creation of
the first supported working centres
(Adapted Work Centres” and Sheltered

1) {Centre d'Aida par le Travaill Adapted Work Centres andg {Atafiors Profegas) Sheilerad warkshops |
i {2] Abbas Moatlem, Ergo-Consult, PO, Box 1944, Cuperting, CA 95075-1944, e-mail | amoalism@ermail.sjsu.edu

i 13 Adsprad Work Centres [Centres d'Aide par fe travail] vave bolh an economic and a social mission,
il They are enterpvises that mfagm‘alae work [0 peaple who are, (o quode the 1875 law cm:emfnqﬁm,me
wilh disabililies, “potentially able to work”™ | there is a six manth renewabie trial period. Adapled Vork

il Centres promate vofessional acvancement and air al helping people adapt 1o evolving techinologies,
e Pagple employed in these centres are nat (yet] considered as workers and ihelr work conlracts have no
H legal value ag such. One result of this is that the cannat profit from free movement of fabowr fn europe,
e Work Centres provide different soris al‘ywm in different sectors | manufaciure and sales, services
*J a5 upkesp of parks ann'dgarda'ls. laundries efc. However the main sort of wark invalves subcontracting
il from ardingry enterprises. Adapted Work Centres can also provide disabled workers with the opportunity
|

10wk in :ozrmum;_}r se!tlngs ;i1 enterprises, aoing focal govermment fobs or for privale individugls,
Ministerial decree n*/7-1548 375t December 1977 and 85-510 14ih March 1985.

European Journal on Mental Disability o




Workshops®) providing people

with learning disabilities with the
opportunity to engage in professional
activities. The first Adapted Work
Centres were created in 1960. Today,
sormne 1200 Adapted Work Centres

and sheltered workshops offer adapted
wark to more than 70 000 disabled
waorkers, especially people with mental
disabilities.

By creating special working structures,
adapted work enterprises enable
people with disabilities to pass from
professional inactivity to professional
activity in mainstream production.

For those whose disability remains an
obstacle to integrating the mainstream
workforce, these centres provide

a way of avoiding being excluded
from professional activity.

The role of adapted working structures
is even more important given the
difficulties of the job market in the
current fragile French economic
context (low growth rate, high level
unemployment, etc.), rendering
employment more inaccessible than
ever to people who perform less well.

Work in Adapted Work Centres,
Work is an essential form of human
activity ; it is the way the individual
integrates today's society as well

as being the way society defines
individuals. In France, the
psychological and social effects

{4) Shoitered workshops

fiers protéges) are small private enterprises. The

on the unemployed of the crisis
in the job market is clear proof of this.

Since Adapted Work Centres were
created, the notion of wirk has
undergone profound chanﬁes. There
has been a spectacular rise of
automation and computerisation,
and economic competition is ever
stronger. From the beginning of the
1980s, centres have made an effort
to adapt 1o this new conception

of work. Nonetheless, many limit
themselves to providing wark solely
for occupational reasons and not
for its results. X

Several examples illustrate the nature
of occupational work, Aberrations
have been reported such as
management staff disassembling
pieces at the end of the day so that
the disabled workers can reassemble
the same pieces the following day.

In other cases, the material on which
the work is to be performed is
purposefully placed at a distance
from the workslation so that disabled
workers can carry it to where it is

to be mounted, thus occupying as
many people as possible. Justified

as educational by the people in
charge, such methods are clearly
reprehensible, Costly and totally
unproductive, occupational work
cannot continue to be financed by
public subsidies. In addition, one
cannot ignore the damaging effects

differance from ordi

enterpvises fs that their vocation Js (o bring disabled workers [0 the point of being abia to find & jod i

the mainstrearn labour market, Production conditions aim at ing mainsiream working Conditicns
fmmﬁemnt hierarchy, workstations, machines, access, eic ). Shelfered workshops do not prowide other
forts of support, such as ps cal or aducational assistance. From a legal point of visw; paople
working i shellened works) are salgrigd workers, Their remuneralion s propotional 1o their productivity
Ministérial decree n"78-75 and 78-76, 17th January 1978
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of such methods not only on the
disabled workers whose chances of
ever integrating the mainstream
workforce become |esser by the day,
but also on the hard won eredibility oF
the Adapted Work Centres.

Another approach is needed if adapted
work structures, whether they be of an
occupational or a cottage industry
nature, are (o evolve towards semi-
industrial and industrial production. To
identify this approach it is essential to
take into account ergonomics and what
is known about how people function in
waork situations. Using ergonomics,
people’s disabilities can be taken into
account by adapting existing
waorkstations or creating new ones at
the same time as respecting work safety
requirements and optimising werking
conditions. People with learning
disabilities not always being able to
protest about their working conditions,
it Is the enterprise’s duty to make
available what is necessary to assure
correct hygiene, safety and working
conditions.

RESEARCH This study of work

METHODS conditions and
safety ook place

over a period of
twenty years in the context of diverse
interventions (work condition audits,
creating and adapting workstations
and centres) in more than 200 Adapted
Work Centres in France. During
these interventions, several hundred
different workstations in different
sectors (woodwork, packaging,
ironwork, mounting and assembling,
elc.) were analysed. and slides
were taken, A total of 638 slides
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of workstations were then classified
into groups according to the ergonomic
prablem in question. Given the
large variety of workplaces and
wark stations, the groups were
divided into four major categories.

1. Bad posture (the workstation
makes the operator work with
uncomfortable or dangerous
posture).

2. Badly adapted equipment

3. Dangerous work environment
ftoo much noise, bad lighting,
non hygienic, too little room
to work in...)

4, Serious handling problems (the
operator has to carry or handle
very heavy loads)

This classification does not take

into consideration minor workstation
problems: anly the extreme situations
are taken into account. Each situation
is classed once only, according to

the principle workstation problem
observed, For example, if slides
show a major problem concerning
inappropriate equipment as well

as a dangerous work environment,
the equipment problem will have
priority over the work environment
praoblem. Contextual and social
issues are not taken into account.
Even if it is difficult to use photographs
to assess work problems in a rational
way, the classification method
chosen has the merit of providing

a general overview of working
conditions in Adapted Work

Centres.




RESULTS Some 638 Adapted

Work Centre
workstations

were observed to be poorly adapted

or dangerous. In 37 % of cases,

workstations had not been

appropriately adapted, thus putting

disabled workers into bad postural

positions. Inappropriate equipment,
creating uncomfortable and tiring
working conditions, was being used
in another 36 % of caseg.In 19 %
of cases, the work environment was
potentially dangerous and 6 % of
cases showed serious handling or
carrying problems.

Table 1 : Workstation problems in Adapted Work Centres.

Type of problem Number %s.
Bad Posture 240 37.61
Badly adapted equipment 233 36.52
Dangu_erous work 125 19.59
environment
Handling and carrying 40 6.26
problems
Total 638 100%
BAD POSTURE In 37 % of cases, Example 1. Electronic work station.

the operator has to
work in an extremely
uncomfortable position, with the
risk of creating musculoskeletal
disorders. These bad positions are
very often essentially caused by
inappropriate workstations and to
a lesser extent by operator behaviour
(lack of training). To illustrate this
sort of problem, several examples
of the commonest sorts of situations
are presented.

The operator is doing meticulous work
on electronic components. The work
is complex and each operation lasts
several minutes per item. During
each operation, the operator as to
hold the same static position for
several minutes in order to do the job
correctly. Notice (Photo 1) that the
guide is placed very low with the
opening on the side. Because of this,
the operator has to lower his head,
turn it (rotating the neck to the left)
and bend down to see what he is

X
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doing. This movement is repeated

scores of fimes every day. The aperator

has never complained about his
workstation nor about the pain and
has continued to do the job on a
daily basis during different periods
-over several years, The nature of
the wark (as he is the anly person
capable of doing it in the workshop,
it is quite rewarding) and the fear

af heing moved elsewhere are
probably the major reasons stopping
this disabled worker from complaining
and demanding better adapted
wark conditions.

Phato [ - Electronic workstation

Example 2. Weighing and filling,
The operator lakes the items and fills
the tray an the weighing machine.
Once the right weight has been
reached, he empties the tray into

a hox on the (loor and then repeats
the whole operation. Predictably,
this process not only slows down
the work cycle, but also demands
repeated physical movements

of the arms and the hands.
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Phato 2 - Weighting and filing workstation

Example 3. Packaging.

This opetator's working station is not
adapted for a person in a wheelchair
Naot only is the table tao high, but the
presence of a box on the table makes
the situation even worse, Putling a
physically and mentally handicapped
person in such a position is intolerable;

Phato 3 - Packaging workstation

Workstations are
very often badly
equipped and the
tools provided

are often inappropriate, Low financial
returns, ignorance with regard to
choosing appropriate equipment,

the periodic nature of the jobs and

the short duration of the tasks invalved
often explain this situation, The

- .

BADLY ADAPTED
EQUIPMENT




examples described illustrate the
types of situations that are frequently
encountered in Adapted Work Centres,

Example 4. Preparation.

These operators, sitting on the edge
‘of their chairs and leaning their
loregrms on the edge of a box,
prepare ilems several hours per day.
Insufficient means and the ignorance
of the people in charge are the byvo
main reasons for this failure 1o adapl
Ihe work situation to (he specific
workers in question, Conditions

ate not only harmful for the operators
Iserious consequences for the hack
and the arms), but abviously
aiminish their productivity, The lack
of praductivity is not due to the
person's disability, but a direct

resull of a badly adapted work
station, (Photos 4 and 5)

Example 5. Mounting and assembling,
These warkers are maunting and
assembling. They are nol using the
right chairs. One can imag_:%f the
effects on the warkers' health of
several hours of weark sitting in

these conditions. Adapted seating

for corpulent people is commercially
available. Even withoul a wider chair,
height adjustable seating would have
made the wark table more decessible.
(Photos & and 7).

MR |
Phota T - Mounting and assembly warkstation

Example 6. Mounting and packaging,
Very often in Adapted Work Centres,
assembling and packaging involves
placing several workers around a hig
table. They can be seated (if seating

is available} or remain standing,

The different operations are organised
in a chain: each person does a specific
job on the item in guestion and
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then passes it on to the next person.
I'his methad of work organisation
results in bad posture for everyone,
low productivity and damaging
psychological effects. The wide, low
table abliges the workers to bend
down to pick up each object. They
have to lean over (turning and bending
over) to put the objects into the boxes
on the floor. In addition, the duration
of each operation not being the same
and the warkers working at different
speeds, this means that they either
have to wait for their neighbour to
finish their task or 1o speed up,

which gives the same result, In both
cases, workers have to put up with
long waits, potentially psychologically
strassful (Photo 8).

B :
Phato B - Mounting and assembly warkstation

Example 7. Mounting and packaging.
Here, workers are unable to pul

their legs under the table because of
badly placed shelving. Given that this
job is done sitting down, the operators
end up in an uncomfortable position
at a distance from the table. Although
it would cost very little to adapt the
table, the indifference and ignorance
of the people in charge allow this
situation to go on, with no attempt
being made to fix the problem.
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Photo 9 - Mounting and packoging warkstation

DANGEROUS he number of
. WORK workstations in

ENvIRONMENTs ifficult work
environments is
an impaortant issue,

In the sample of workstations studied,

19% of the workers are working

in a danzerous environment. This

percentage does not include many

other situations where people are fount
working in a difficult environment

- High noise level ;

- Inadequate lighting ;

- Dust, particularly in carpentry
workshops,

- Inadequate working space
{warkstations badly placed,
irrational management of waste
material, lack of appropriate
storage space with consequent risk
of accidents, etc.) (Moallem 1994).

Considering that some 80 % of
Adapted Waork Centre activities are
jobs involving industrial
sub-contracting, particularly packaging
and activities involving little product
transformation, one can understand
the need for care in choosing and
organising transport and handling
techniques and equipment.




In addition to these anomalies,
individual safety measures are often
nan existent, badly chosen ar not used
at all. These problems are particularly
Trequent in jobs involving working with
wood (carpentry, making pallets),

Dangerous and toxic praducts are
often inappropriately handled and
stored. Photo 10 shows a toxic product
being kept in a typical French ligueur
hottle. This bottle was stored in a
cupboard accessible to everyone

in the workshop. This sort of case

not being rare, it has been chosen to
ilustrate the general problem.

In addition, fire security rules are often
not respected. Often, extinguishers

are difficult to get at, security exils

are blocked and inflammable goods
are inappropriately stored,

-

Frioto 10 - Toxic product kept in a typical
French fiqueur bottle

SERIOUS Carrying heavy

TRAMSPORT AND oads and hard
HANDLI physical work

< are very frequent
PROBLEMS “in Adapter

Work Centres.
This is due to the fact that Adapted
Work Centres are often sub-contracting
enterprises. Industrial sub-contracting
work usually involves a large amount
of handling and transpart. For example;
an enterprise might subcontract
a job invalving receiving delivery
of hundreds of pallets o packaged
items, undoing the pallets, putting a
“Special Offer” label on each item,
repackaging and pulting the lot back
onto the pallet. All these operations
must be done in a fairly short period
of time. The personnel do not have
enough time to organise the work and,
even if they did, they don't possess
the necessary skills to arganise rational
working methods and technigues.

Carpentry workshops are the other
major work sectar involving handling
heavy weights (woodwork, sawing,
making pallets...). Woodwork is

a traditional Adapted Work Centre
activity. The handling and transport
involved is often extremely
uncomfortable waork, For example,
making small lots of made-to-
measure pallets, apparently nat
profitable enough to be done by
ordinary enterprises, is subcontracted
to Adapted Work Centres. Retumns
being small from pallet-making,
disabled workers often have to do
the work without any mechanisation.
Several examples are presented.
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Example 8. Pallel-making.

The aperator in this photo is

assembling a pallet. The work involves
lifting up the pallet to bring it into
line with his body, turning his body,

and then putting the pallet down
onto a pile of pallets. Notice the

operator’s body position while handling
a pallet weighing between 16 and
36 kilos, depending on the model

in question. Even if the operator

makes 50 pallets a day, at the end

of the day he has handled a
minimum of 800 kilos in very

dangerous circumstances (Photo 11).

Phata | | - Pallet making workstation

Example 9. Clearing away sawn_

wood in a sawmill.

The situation in sawmills with regard
to handling and carrying wood is nigh
on medieval. The following example
shows an operator handling pieces

of wood weighing maore than
30 kilograms a piece, Similar
scenes were observed in most

sawmills visited. In several cases,
warkers were handling 3 to 4 tonnes

of wood daily. (Photo 12},
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Photo |2 - Clearing away savn
wood In a sawmill

Lja_(_nr]tj_gu_fj. Loading wood for
sawing,

Planks in this carpentry workshop
are placed on the ground. Each worrken
has to lift them off the ground to put
them onto the machine or the table.
Given the weight being handled,
the height and the distance in
question, there is an evident risk of
accidents for these workers. (Photo 13

Photo 13 - Loading weod for sawing
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RISK There seems to
MAMAGEMENT be no rational
AND ACCIDENT 2Pproach to risk

management
PREVENTI i
ENTION and accident

prevention,
The adapted work sector, in spite of
the workers” intellectual disabilities,
seems to have a relatively low accident
rale compared with the ordinary
work context (Moallem 19910, This
low accident rate is not necessarily
due Lo the security measures in place,
Several other explanations must be
laken into account :

i1} In the majority of cases, centres
do not use dangerous machinery.
The wark is done manually, with
little major risk for the workers.

o

I mposed work thythms are non-
existent and in certain cases there
is little real activity. Work is usually
slowed down to keep the workers
busy, thus indirectly reducing
accident risk.

13) Meaningful statistics are lacking.
Official statistics concerning the
adapted work sectar were to be
found neither in government
publications, nor in professional
or family organisations (SNAPE]
or UNAPEDY, In France, the stalus
of salaried worker for disabled
workers in Adapted Work Centres
has no legal basis. Work accidents
are therefore not treated as such.
Statistics for sheltered waorkshops
are included in the general statistics
for the branch of activity in

question. Furthermore, the method
of analysing work accidents in this
seclor is not sufficiently reliable:
Adapted Work Centres do not all
have the same rates of activity.
Some are very productive with
heavy work timetables. Others are
far from being overworked, with a
mare "occupational” philosophy,
As a result, peneral statistics tor this
sector may well be of little real use.

(41 In addition, each centre can ofier
several activities: woogdwork,
metalwaork, sub-cantraéting,
gardening, etc. Olbwiously, the
amount of risk and the number
of accidents and their gravity vary
fram sector to sector, given the
different machinery and the nature
of the work being done, Fizures
for each centre and mean fipures
for the whole sector would not
give a frue picture of the situation.
It would be essential to measure
accident frequency by sector of
activity and 10 1ake inlo account
the number of hours really warked.
Often, workers with mental
disabilities do not work directly
with dangerous machinery, these
jobs being lefl 1o management,

During 1999, we analysed the medical
records of several Adapted Work
Centres, Management had recorded
only one accident. This lack of
thoroughness was explained by one
manager by the fact that the incidents
in question were not serious enough
“to go to the trouble of making a

(51 B MAFEA D Svadical Natioval des Associations de Parente o Eafars Iadaptos -

74 rue che Ja Hodtie 73008 PARIS, France,

LUNALREL : Diion Mational des Associations de Parentd o Enfaans Inadagpids -

15 rue Copsevax 73008 PARIS - France

Elllrliipq:un Jorawrnal waon Seoiial Dir--!utlllll.}'




record of them”. Analysing the
medical registry of an Adapted Work
Centre with 80 workers, it was
discovered that 30 % of complaints
concerned headaches, 33 % injuries to
the upper limbs and 25 % other
problems (Graph 1). These data
indicate real problems with working
conditions. For example, the head
position in Photol, apart from other
possible injuries it might cause,

may well be the cause of workers’
headaches. The same reasoning holds
for problems relating to arm positions
{Phatos 2, 3 and 4) and their
potentially damaging effects.

Graph 1 : The nature of 208 injuries
registered in the Medical Registry of
an Adapted Work Centre during 1998,

Headache
0%

Other

CONCLUSION \Vith the evolution
of adapted work
structures towards

greater productivity, new machinery
and increasing output, in short, with
the industrialisation of this sector, risk
prevention policy and safety measures
need particular care, If in earlier days

the implications on workers” health

of not wearing protective helmets or
gloves may not have been too serious,
{true working time was short), today,
not respecting safety and hygiene rules
can have serious consequences.

Putting adults with mental disahilities
into Adapted Work Centres rather than
into psychiatric hospitals or other such
institutions is a considerable step
forward. Today, however, simply putting
them into an Adapted Work Centres is
no longer sufficient. Accent should be
put on the quality of the service
provided, the quality of care and on the
guality of life of seople with mental
disabilities in Addpted Work Centres.

Such quality is essential for the State,
for people with disabilities themselves,
for families and for management in
order to guarantee real work for people
with learning and mental disabilities
and their integration into society. It is
not sufficient to put a group of disabled
workers into a workshop in a pleasant
atmosphere and to keep them occupied
with costly or unprofitable activities.
Doing a real, efficient job, a job that

is recognised as such, is valorising

for people with disabilities and can
help change the ways that others see
them. But this can only be done in a
rationally organised, comfortable and
safe working envirenment, associated
with adequate social and professional
support and worker training on
hygiene, safety and working conditions.
We cannot go on ignoring the fact

that adapted working conditions

are pertinent indicators of a service

of quality.

%X
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The work situations described in the
current paper can be encountered in
most Adapted Work Centres supposediy
providing adapted work to workers
with mental disabilities. The apathy and
passivity of management staff in certain
centres can only be deplored. When
explaining anomalies such as
infringament of safety rules (not
wearing a protecting gown, for
example), management rarely perceive
their own professional behaviour as
questionable, nor are they conscious of
their own liability. The fact that they are
warking with disabled workers is the
excuse generally given for not applying
the rules. (Moallern 1996, 1994)

After more than 18 years of consulting
as an ergonomist in Adapted Work
Centres and sheltered workshops
{more than 200 centres in France)

and after training several hundred
professionals in charge of managing
disabled workers in workshops, we

observe that the problems concerning
the working conditions of disabled
workers are rarely taken into account,
gven in the more critical,cases. A
massive mobilisation of al|, parties
concerned - associalions, management,
staff and government autharities -
appears to be essential if we were

to change this inhuman situation.

Furthermare, it must be stressed that
workers with mental disabilities in
France, generally unable to express
their point of view concerning working
conditions, are represented by their
employer, i.e. the parent association
that runs the centre. These associations
often remain inactive even in the

most catastrophic situations.
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