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ACCOMMODATING EMPLOYEES WITH DISABILITIES:
PERCEPTIONS OF IRISH ACADEMIC LIBRARY MANAGERS

ANNE-MARIE O’NEILL
Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland

CHRISTINE URQUHART
Department of Information Studies, Aberystwyth University, Wales, UK

This research study investigated the views and practice of third level academic
library managers in the Republic of Ireland regarding reasonable accommodation
of employees with disabilities (as defined in the Irish Employment Equality Act
1998 as amended by the Equality Act 2004).

A mixed methods study (sample of 163 library managers) employed both
an online survey (response rate 108/163) and follow-up telephone interviews
(23% of respondents). Questions were based on a literature review.

Library managers were aware of a legal duty to accommodate. A majority
of library managers subscribed to the social model of disability rather than the
medical model. They were less aware of the needs of employees with less visible
disabilities. A small majority of library managers reported the presence of an
accommodation procedure at their college. A large majority of library managers
would not spend more than 0–10% of the library budget on accommodation—in
practice, this should be sufficient. A small majority believe that a legal obligation
to accommodate is necessary. A majority would adopt a graduated approach
(informal to formal) in relation to discriminatory conduct.

On the whole, the legislation was working in practice. However, further
disability awareness training of staff was required, and further research should
examine the views of library staff with disabilities.

Keywords equality, diversity, legislation, Ireland, employees with disabil-
ities, accommodation, academic libraries

Introduction

In recent years a significant amount of the literature in the field
of librarianship has focused on providing greater access to library
facilities to clients with disabilities. There has been constructive
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debate about accessible buildings, ergonomic design of library
facilities, and assistive technologies; but, what of individual peo-
ple with disabilities who wish to work in libraries? Does the con-
cern for accessibility extend to their employment in the library
workplace? What is happening in Irish academic libraries to ac-
commodate them in their employment and achieve equality of
opportunities?

Section 16(3)(b) of the Employment Equality Act 1998 as
amended by section 9(a) of the Equality Act 2004 imposes a le-
gal duty on employers in the Republic of Ireland to provide rea-
sonable accommodation to enable a person who has a disability
(1) to have access to employment; (2) to participate or advance
in employment; or (3) to undergo training unless the accommo-
dation would impose a disproportionate burden on the employer.
It also states that a person who has a disability must be regarded
as fully competent to undertake and fully capable of undertak-
ing, any duties if, with reasonable accommodation provided by
his/her employer, s/he would be fully competent and capable of
doing so.

This study examines library managers’ views and their prac-
tice in relation to the provision of “reasonable accommodation”
for employees with disabilities in third level college libraries in
the Republic of Ireland. It sets out, among other aims, to assess
the efficacy of the Employment Equality Act 1998 in implement-
ing reasonable accommodation. Meanwhile, European wide, the
working environment is changing. Developments in assistive tech-
nologies are making some types of accommodation easier. Legis-
lation throughout Europe is developing to guarantee the rights of
people with disabilities to participate. However, discrimination on
grounds of disability is not always direct or simple to rectify. The
new Equality Act 2010 in the UK aims to simplify and unify exist-
ing discrimination legislation. Significantly, it contains among its
provisions, a detailed duty to make reasonable adjustments where
a person with a disability is placed at a substantial disadvantage, in-
cluding changing a work practice; providing access to a building;
and providing auxiliary aids and services (Section 20).

The aims of the present article are to clarify how Irish
academic library managers view problems and opportunities
that arise from accommodation of employees with disabilities.
Academic libraries have responded well to providing support for
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students with disabilities, but how does that experience trans-
late to supporting employees, particularly those with less visible
disabilities? Perhaps sanctions are necessary to enforce compli-
ance with the legislation, or perhaps a more creative approach
toward accommodation and integration might be encouraged.
These questions were addressed in research that was conducted
as a postgraduate Masters dissertation by the first author, under
the supervision of the second author.

Background

Approaches to the Topic of Reasonable Accommodation of Library
Employees with Disabilities Revealed

The literature demonstrates three main approaches to the topic
of accommodation of employees with disabilities in the library
workplace: 1) a positivist approach contained in legislation, case
law and codes of practice; 2) a sociological, more illuminative
approach revealed in quantitative and qualitative studies of dis-
ability practice; and 3) a pragmatic approach revealed in pro-
fessional journals and Web sites which offer advice as to how
an employee with a disability may be practically accommodated
in the workplace, for example, the Office of Disability Employ-
ment Policy U.S. Department of Labor website, Job Accommoda-
tion Network (“JAN ”), the IBEC/ICTU Website, Workway, and the
Canadian Mental Health Association’s Website, Mental Health
Works.

The positivist approach reveals the philosophical, historical,
and contextual background for the concept of accommodation
of employees with disabilities in the workplace. It demonstrates
that the rationale of the accommodation concept lies in achieving
“equality of opportunity” for all, that is, leveling the “playing field”
between employees with and without disabilities (Bruton; Byrne;
McCrann and Kelleher; Waddington and Hendriks; Wells). How-
ever, legislation provides a minimum as opposed to “best practice”
standard for employers, and it appears from sociological studies
that some library employers may not be motivated primarily by
the minimalist threat of legal liability (Joint, “Disability Issues”,
449).
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On the other hand, the sociological studies, (e.g., Burke;
Dibben, James, and Cunningham; Smith; Dibben et al.; Uppal;
Newton, Ormerod, and Thomas), suggest that, despite the enact-
ment of equality legislation, organizations vary in their commit-
ment to equality of opportunity, with larger organizations, public
and voluntary sector disability organizations, and family run busi-
nesses where a person acquired a disability, being most likely to be
positive in their approach (Newton, Ormerod, and Thomas 612,
618). However, although these studies corroborate these conclu-
sions, they are small in scale, and sometimes dependent on sec-
ondary sources.

The pragmatic approach, apparent mostly in twenty-first cen-
tury Web sites, reveals a significant progression from the 1990s
mindset of how best an employer might avoid liability to employ-
ees with disabilities (Mancuso; Irving and Kleiner) toward a posi-
tive espousal of the matter of accommodation of employees with
disabilities. However, the information in the Web sites tends not
to be workplace specific, and it is usually left to the individual em-
ployer to assess the demands of his/her particular workplace for
the individual with disabilities.

Significant Themes in the Literature on Accommodation

While these three general approaches may be discerned in the lit-
erature, there are a number of discrete themes that emerge from
within them.

The first is that two main philosophical approaches to dis-
ability may be found in the literature. The definition of disabil-
ity in section 2 of the Employment Equality 1998 as amended
is a “medical model” of disability. This model locates the adapt-
ability “problem” within the medical condition of the individual.
The “social model” by contrast locates the adaptation difficulty
within the social environment and is typically framed as a restric-
tion in the individual’s ability to participate by virtue of society’s
constraints rather than as a medical condition (Hosking, “A High
Bar”, 229; Wells, 257–58; Newton, Ormerod, and Thomas, 611).
It is increasingly accepted in the literature that the social model
facilitates a relatively more positive and inclusive approach to the
accommodation of disability (although it may be less helpful in
offering insights into non-structural barriers [Newton, Ormerod,
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and Thomas, 611]). Some commentators look to the European
Court of Justice to develop a more balanced and inclusive defi-
nition of disability through its case law (Wells, 273) while others
doubt that it will, pointing to the likelihood of its adherence to the
principle of subsidiarity in the interpretation of Council Directive
2000/78 establishing a general framework for equal treatment in
employment and education (“ the Framework Directive”) and its
recent implicit acceptance of the medical model in the Chacón
Navas case. In that case, the court ruled that a temporary illness
did not amount to a disability under the Directive (Hosking, 229)
and therefore created conflict between European case law and
the more positive rulings of the Irish Labour Court in this regard
(O’Mara, 103). By contrast, international organizations such as
the World Health Organization, the International Labor Organi-
zation, disability organizations such as the Irish Commission on
the Status of People with Disabilities and commentators are in-
creasingly adopting the social model as having a more positive
effect in changing collective mindsets and achieving equality of
opportunity (Conroy and Fanagan, 16–17)

The second theme emerging is that there is judicial insistence
that procedures should be in place for delivering accommoda-
tion to employees with disabilities in the workplace. Decisions in
cases taken before the Equality Tribunal constantly demonstrate
that Irish judicial officers and bodies are firm about the require-
ment for employers to have appropriate policies and procedures
in place to deliver reasonable accommodation if required (Boyle v.
the Department of Social and Family Affairs; An Employee v. Bus Eireann;
A Worker [Mr. O] v. An Employer [No. 1]). More recent American lit-
erature focuses on the need for dialogue in the implementation
of accommodation procedures (Wendt and Slonaker). The On-
tario Human Rights Commission in Canada has suggested prin-
ciples for reasonable accommodation (Mental Health Works). To
date, the response in Ireland has been to adopt codes of prac-
tice of a general nature (Ireland Department of Finance; Ireland
Department of the Environment and Local Government) but the
concept of interactive procedures (i.e., involving the employee
with a disability in every step of decision making on his/her ac-
commodation), has yet to be introduced in these codes.

The third theme is that there is a need for clear under-
standing of the costs of accommodation. The initial legislation in
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Ireland was resisted and the “accommodation unless “undue hard-
ship”” provisions of the original Employment Equality Bill 1996
were ruled unconstitutional because of the potentially excessive
financial burden accommodation might impose on an employer
amounting to a threat to an employer’s private property rights (In
the matter of the Employment Equality Bill 1996). Currently, follow-
ing the implementation of the European Framework Directive in
Ireland an employer’s failure to provide reasonable accommoda-
tion can only be justified if it involves a “disproportionate burden
on an employer” (Employment Equality Act 1998 s. 16(3)(b) as
amended by the Equality Act 2004 s. 9). While the current leg-
islation sets out a number of factors to be taken into account in
determining whether a burden is disproportionate, employers are
still confused about the real fiscal benchmark. What amounts to
a “disproportionate burden” may depend on the level of state
support available. The European Court of Justice which is in
a position to offer guidance on the term which is used in the
Framework Directive seems reticent about challenging employers
concerns about costs (Hosking, “Great Expectations,” 678). Other
commentators seek to quell employers’ fears by pointing to the
fact that, increasingly, new services and new reduced price tech-
nologies are being made available to accommodating employers
and stress that, in many cases, it is profitable and beneficial for
businesses and society to employ people with disabilities (Aisling
Foundation, 4; Christie and Kleiner, 154–55; Nelson and Kleiner,
150; Sahi and Kleiner, 137; Spechler; Wells).

The fourth discernible theme is that some sanction needs to
be in place if the duty to provide reasonable accommodation is
to be enforced. Currently in Ireland failure to provide reasonable
accommodation does not, per se, amount to unlawful discrimina-
tion but merely disentitles an employer from arguing that an em-
ployee is unable to undertake the duties of the employment (A
Worker [Mr. O.] v. An Employer [No. 1]). It has been argued that fail-
ure to accommodate a person with disabilities amounts to deny-
ing that person equal opportunities and, therefore, such failure
should be regarded as a distinct form of discrimination as is the
case in the UK, USA, Australia, and New Zealand (Waddington
and Hendriks, 426)

The fifth theme is the view that more should be done to
achieve the integration of employees with disabilities in the
workplace. Legal commentators point to the need for a “seamless
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package” of “reforming legislation that tracks all phases of a
person’s development and associated needs” (Byrne, 157). Social
scientists emphasize the need to remove both structural and non-
structural barriers to the integration of employees with disabilities
in organizations (McCaskill and Goulding; Dibben, James, and
Cunningham; Newton, Ormerod, and Thomas). Studies in the
library sector advocate that library managers address the impact
of the library environment on less obvious disabilities (Joint,
“Libraries, Digitisation and Disability”; McCaskill and Goulding).
The pragmatists assert that disability awareness training for
employers and employees is central to dispelling misconceptions
about employees with disabilities (Aisling Foundation; Charles;
Forrest)

The Emerging Research Questions

The research questions emerged primarily from inconsistencies,
gaps, and uncertainties in the literature. There seemed significant
inconsistencies in the commitment of employers to accommoda-
tion in the workplace and in the employer’s perceptions of em-
ployees with disabilities. There was an absence of information on
accommodating library employees (as opposed to library clients)
with disabilities, particularly for employees with less visible disabil-
ities. There was a need to examine whether library managers do
have accommodation procedures in place. There was also uncer-
tainty surrounding the costs employers were willing to incur in
providing accommodation and in relation to the strength of em-
ployers’ motivation in providing it. The literature also indicated
that there was a need for positive action to be taken by employ-
ers in relation to accommodation of disability in the workplace in
order that equality of opportunity might be achieved.

Methods

This study employed a mixed method approach comprising a
quantitative survey followed by a qualitative telephone interview.
The sampling frame for the online survey was selected from
staff lists on the Web sites of the college libraries which were
subsequently verified by the relevant college library managers.
The names of the 271 librarians on the lists were transcribed
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onto cards. To obtain a stratified random sample of the various
grades of librarians, the cards were sorted according to grade and
each librarian allocated a number within their grade (Frankfort-
Nachmias and Nachmias, 188; Sapsford & Jupp, 32). An online
sample size calculator was used to generate a sample number that
would yield a confidence level of 95% and a confidence interval
of 4.85 (Creative Research Systems). Accordingly, it was decided
to sample 163 librarians. A calculation was made as to how many
librarians would need to be selected within each grade in order,
proportionately, to obtain the desired sample; the desired propor-
tion being 60% of the total number of librarians within each grade
(i.e., 163/271). Geoffrey Urbaniak and Scott Plous’s computer
program, Research Randomizer , was used to generate random num-
bers to select a random sample within each grade. The sample
was selected without reference to whether the librarian had/did
not have a disability. Permission was sought from Heads of the col-
lege libraries to conduct a survey and subsequent interview. The
Head of one college library refused permission and 10 librarians
of similar grades from other college libraries were selected at ran-
dom and substituted for the librarians of that college. After a pilot
study of four librarians (for face validity of the questions) minor
changes were made to the questionnaire. An e-mail containing a
link to an online survey, with an informed consent letter attached,
was sent to the e-mail addresses of qualified librarians in the par-
ticipating libraries in January 2009.

The questionnaire comprised 15 questions (simple classifica-
tion, dichotomous, vignette, multiple choice, and open in type).
The vignette technique presents participants with a scenario and
asking them how they would respond when confronted with the
circumstances of that scenario (Bryman, 245). Finch (110) and
Urquhart (279) indicate that the vignette technique permits sen-
sitive questions to be asked about people other than the partic-
ipants, and elicits more honest replies. The vignette scenarios
were constructed as close to real life scenarios as possible in or-
der to reflect the complexities of real reasonable accommodation
responses (Finch, 111).

The final question asked whether participants were prepared
to take part in a telephone interview. A semi-structured interview
format was used, with a schedule revised after piloting, and par-
ticipants contacted during working hours at a convenient time.
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Participants were sent an information letter prior to the interview,
with a copy of the interview schedule. In the absence of the avail-
able technology for recording a mobile telephone conversation,
a reflective technique during note-taking was used. This involved
offering back in the participant’s words the key substance of what
they had just said and enabling them to express agreement or
disagreement with the notes being taken. This is recognized as
good practice in reflective interviewing (Gillham, 35). Notes were
amended where the participant indicated, and the interview writ-
ten up immediately after the interview.

Data collected by the survey was analyzed using the Survey-
monkey and Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (“SPSS”)
software (Surveymonkey.com; SPSS Inc). Responses to open ques-
tions were coded using QSR NVivo software (QSR International
Pty Limited).

Results

Response Rate

Table 1 illustrates that a total of 108 of 163 participants responded
(response rate of 66%).

TABLE 1 The survey sample by professional grade and response rate

Employment
Position of Number in Number Number of Response
Participant Population in Sample Respondents Rate

Head of Library 21 13 10 77%
Deputy Librarian 22 13 12 92%
Sub Librarian 16 10 11∗ 100%
Faculty Librarian 42 25 8 32%
Systems Librarian 20 12 7 58%
Assistant Librarian 150 90 54 60%
Other 6∗∗

Total: 271 163 108 66%

∗One Subject Librarian classified herself as a Sub-Librarian. She would have been classi-
fied as an Assistant Librarian in the original sample.

∗∗The 6 “Other” respondents would have been variously categorized as 5 Faculty Li-
brarians and 1 Assistant Librarian in the original sample, and their responses have been
reallocated for the data analysis.
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Thirty seven (34.3%) participants indicated they were pre-
pared to be interviewed and interviews eventually obtained with
25 respondents (68% of the participants who agreed, 23% of the
108 original participants).

Sixty eight (63%) of the library managers surveyed were
employed in University libraries and 40 (37%) in Institute of
Technology libraries. Ten (40%) of the library managers who par-
ticipated in subsequent interviews were employed in University
libraries and 15 (60%) in Institute of Technology libraries.

The substantive questions in the questionnaire addressed re-
search issues which remained unanswered in the literature as de-
tailed in the following sections.

What was Academic Library Managers’ Level
of Awareness of the Duty to Accommodate?

Questionnaire responses indicated a high level of awareness (n =
107/108, 99.1%) of the duty to provide reasonable accommoda-
tion for employees with a disability.

What were Academic Library Managers Actual Perceptions of Disability?

Participants were presented with a vignette in order to test
whether they subscribed to the medical or social model of dis-
ability (Figure 1).

Of the total 108 participants 68 (63%) sympathized with
John’s perspective suggesting significant level of support for the

John is a person with a physical disability. He has applied to a library for a position as a Library 

Assistant. The library does not have easy wheelchair access to one of its upper floors. Alice, the 

library manager, takes the view that John has a medical condition which presents the library 

staff with a problem that might have to be addressed. John believes it the physical environment 

of the library that does not accommodate him as a person that is the problem. Which 

perspective do you immediately sympathise with? (Please select one option as appropriate.) 

John’s perspective.   

Alice’s perspective. 

Other. (Please specify) 

FIGURE 1 Vignette to discern academic library managers’ perceptions of
disability.
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TABLE 2 How different library manager grades perceive disability

Social Medical Mixed Other
Model Model Model Responses

Head Librarian 10 0 0 0
Deputy Librarian 4 3 5 0
Sub-Librarian 8 3 0 0
Faculty Librarian∗ 6 1 4 2
Systems Librarian 4 2 1 0
Assistant Librarian∗∗ 36 11 6 2

∗Includes 5 originally classed as Other, Table 1.
∗∗Includes one originally classed as Other, Table 1.

social model of disability. Twenty (18.5%) participants agreed
with Alice’s perspective suggesting some support for the medi-
cal model of disability. Surprisingly, 20 (18.5%) participants in-
dicated a choice of another viewpoint. Of these, 16 (14.8%) par-
ticipants were of the view that both perspectives were valid. Of
the remaining four participants, three pointed to the practical
difficulties of major architectural structuring to accommodate
one person and one participant pointed to the need for John
to be given the support of the wider library team on taking up
employment.

There were differences among staff groups on attitudes
(Table 2). A test of association (Chi-test) examining preferences
for the social as opposed to the medical/mixed model (includ-
ing other responses) found that heads and sub-librarians (as a
group) were significantly more likely to subscribe to the social
model than the grouping of faculty, systems, assistant and (sur-
prisingly) deputy librarians (χ2 = 5.84, p = 0.02, 1 degree of
freedom).

Did Academic Library Managers Perceive the Accommodation Needs
of Library Employees and Library Clients with Disabilities as Different?

A vignette (Figure 2) was used to check whether library managers’
views differed in relation to accommodation of library clients and
library employees with disabilities.
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Utopia College Library has a long tradition of  accommodating library users with disabilities. 

Martha is a person with a visual disability and was a user of the library during her college years. 

During that time the library provided her with assistive technology and extended borrowing 

privileges. She has successfully completed her degree course and has now applied for a position 

as a Graduate Trainee in the college library. Julian, the Librarian is of the view that employees 

with disabilities present different issues to users with disabilities. Martha is of the view that with 

the same assistive technology she can perform the essential functions of the position effectively.  

If all other factors were equal which of the following courses of action would you advise Julian 

to take? (Please choose one.) 

Arrange for a Job Analysis (i.e. an analysis of duties, environment, equipment needed, 

relationships and requirements of a job) to be carried out. 

Offer Martha the position and provide assistive technology 

Take the view that the job is likely to be too onerous for  

Martha and consider offering the position to another candidate. 

Other (please specify) 

FIGURE 2 Vignette to discern whether academic library managers distin-
guished between the accommodation needs of library clients and library em-
ployees with disabilities.

When the responses to this vignette were analyzed a majority,
(n = 74, 68.5%) of participants chose the option “Arrange for a job
analysis . . . to be carried out” suggesting that a majority of library
managers would adopt an approach to meeting the accommoda-
tion needs of an employee with a disability which was different
to meeting those of a library client with disabilities and the ap-
proach would be led by the requirements of the position. Twenty-
three (21.3%) of participants chose the option “Offer Martha the
position and provide assistive technology,” suggesting that the needs
of library clients and employees would be addressed in the same
manner. One (0.92%) participant chose the third option, namely,
“Take the view that the job is likely to be too onerous for Martha . . .” and
10 participants chose the option “Other,” mostly offering a com-
promise between the first two options. In interviews, respondents
explained some of the differences required for accommodation
of employees; in particular, they referred to the significant time
likely to be spent interacting with colleagues and clients, the pro-
vision of specific work equipment, and the time constraints on
task completion.
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Were Library Managers Aware of the Accommodations for Library
Employees with Less Visible Disabilities?

When asked how an employee with a hearing disability might
be accommodated, solutions fell into four general categories: As-
sistive Technology Accommodation where participants indicated that
technology would assist the employee; Job Structuring Accommoda-
tion where participants indicated that offering the employee a po-
sition where his/her disability would not be a disadvantage would
be the solution; Facilitator Accommodation—where the services of a
Job Coach or a sign language interpreter would be engaged; and
Supportive Accommodation where the support of colleagues would
be offered. Solutions focused largely on enabling the employee
with a disability to complete work effectively and efficiently.

For accommodation of employees with a mental health dis-
ability, interactions with clients and colleagues were clearly the
main issue, with work-related stress a secondary one. The most
popular solutions were to provide personal and counseling sup-
port to the employee within the organization (n = 24); to allo-
cate the employee to less stressful non-frontline duties (n = 23);
to provide disability awareness training to staff to increase under-
standing of mental health difficulties (n = 19); and with other
suggestions mostly variations on these themes, apart from those
had no clear ideas (n = 12).

Did Academic Libraries have Accommodation Procedures in Place?

Most (62/108, 57.4%) stated that their library did have a pro-
cedure for accommodation in place. Thirty-seven (34.3%) indi-
cated that they did not and nine participants (8.3%) did not an-
swer the question. Replies indicated that University libraries were
more likely to have procedures for accommodation than Institute
of Technology libraries.

What Proportion of the Library Budget were Library Managers
Prepared to Spend on Accommodation?

The majority of library managers (86/108) indicated that they
were prepared to spend no more than 10% of the library budget
on accommodation. Most academic library budgets are agreed on
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an annual basis so this percentage generally reflected annual ex-
penditure on accommodation.

Are Sanctions for Failure to Provide Accommodation Necessary?

On the question of legal sanctions to ensure compliance, a small
majority (60/108, 55.5%) replied that they deemed them neces-
sary. Of those who believed in sanctions, just over half (32/60,
53%) reported their library as having a procedure in place. Of
those who held the opposite view (n = 46), a larger proportion
(29/46, 63%) had a procedure in place. However, there was no
significant association between belief in sanctions and presence
of an accommodation procedure (χ2 = 0.32, p = 0.89, 1 degree
of freedom).

Are Library Managers Willing to Act to Address Integration Difficulties
Experienced by Employees with Less Visible Disabilities?

The final vignette explored reactions to a difficult integration
issue (see Figure 3).

Of the total 108 participants surveyed three (2.8%) partici-
pants chose the first option, whereas sixty-nine (63.8%) chose the
option “Discuss Maisie’s reservations with her and arrange for all staff
to attend disability awareness training .” Fifteen (13.9%) participants

Robert has been an employee of the library for ten years. Four years ago he was diagnosed with 

manic depressive disorder. His condition is well managed with medication. Robert has made his 

condition known to one or two members of staff.  Maisie, a new member of staff in his section, 

has learned of Robert’s difficulty and has indicated that she would prefer not to work with 

someone who has a mental health difficulty. How would you deal with the situation? 

Review Robert’s position and examine possibilities for situating him in other departments that 

would not be detrimental to his career prospects. 

Discuss Maisie’s reservations with her and arrange for all staff to attend disability awareness 

training.   

Arrange for a performance appraisal meeting with Maisie and suggest disability awareness 

training. 

Do nothing, assuming Maisie’s fears will be short-lived. 

Other.  (Please specify). 

FIGURE 3 Vignette to discover what action an academic library manager would
take to deal with a difficult integration issue in the workplace.
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chose the option “Arrange for a performance appraisal meeting with
Maisie and suggest disability awareness training.” Twenty-one (19.4%)
chose the option “Other.” Their reasons for doing so were wide and
varied, but 13 (12%) participants indicated that they would prefer
to discuss Maisie’s reservations with her and arrange for her alone
to attend disability awareness training. No participants chose the
“Do nothing” option.

Discussion

Conflicting Perceptions of Disability among Library Managers

As has been mentioned in a previous section, there are two dis-
tinct perspectives on disability to be found in the disability debate:
the “medical model” and the “social model.” The social model of
disability finds its conceptual origins in pre-industrial revolution
societies where a useful role was found for individuals in the eco-
nomic life of the society. The industrial revolution with its focus
on minimizing the cost of production and maximizing profits in
industrial production effectively marginalized people who expe-
rienced “incapacity to present themselves as wage labourers” and
created a class of people with disabilities who were deemed “de-
pendent” (Thomas, 38). This led to the perception that, they, as
individuals presented a problem in medical terms that it was not
the responsibility of employers but rather medical practitioners
to address. It is this “medicalized” perception which the modern
movement seeks to correct as it fails to recognize the potential
contribution that people with disabilities can make to society.

The fact that the results of the study revealed that Heads of
Library services identify strongly (100%) with the social model
might be said to reflect the ability of Heads of Libraries to absorb
emerging political norms and/or a willingness to accommodate
on the part of those charged with making accommodation deci-
sions. The same might be said (although to a lesser extent) of
responses of Sub-Librarians (72%), Systems (57%), and Assistant
Librarians (65%), who, in practice, have most experience of as-
sisting clients with disabilities on a daily basis - Sub-Librarians and
Systems Librarians in customizing Web technologies and Assistant
Librarians in dealing with clients with disabilities at the desk and
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on the floor of the library so that their expressed alignment with
the social model may have a closer connection to practice.

Surprisingly 14.8% of respondents (n = 16) suggested a third
and “other” point of view not offered as a response to the vi-
gnette, namely, that both perspectives were valid, indicating that
in approaching disability matters they would see the issues both in
terms of an individual and a societal issue. This hybrid view held,
particularly by Deputy Heads of Libraries (n = 5, 42%) and to a
lesser extent, Faculty Librarians (n = 4, 31%), may be explained
either (a) as a failure to move completely from the medical model
or (b) as difficulties in balancing risks and responsibilities so as to
put in place the practical solutions that the social model requires.

Differences in Approach to Accommodating Library Employees
and Library Clients with Disabilities

The results of the vignette revealed that, all other factors being
equal, a majority (68.5%) of 108 library managers would actu-
ally approach the matter of the employment and accommodation
of an employee with a disability in a different manner to the ac-
commodation of a client with a disability—their approach being
of conducting a job analysis before recruiting being endorsed by
the IBEC/ICTU Workway Disability and Employment Guidelines (“the
IBEC/ICTU Workway Guidelines”) drawn up by the Irish Business
and Employers’ Confederation (“IBEC”) and the Irish Congress
of Trade Unions (“ICTU”)(41–42).

How do Academic Library Managers Approach the Accommodation
of Employees with Less Visible Disabilities?

What is apparent from the study’s findings on the issue of less
visible disabilities is that academic libraries’ reputation and expe-
rience in the area of accommodation of visible disabilities and in
encouraging accessibility in that field has not yet filtered through
to the area of accommodation of less visible disabilities. Where
hearing disability was concerned, it appeared that library man-
agers were not generally aware of the different types of hear-
ing disability, namely: (1) people who are hard of hearing, (2)
people who are deaf and became so in adulthood, and (3) peo-
ple who are born deaf or became deaf early in life and their
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different accommodation requirements (although it is possible
that the constraints of the online survey text box prevented sur-
vey participants from answering more fully). By contrast, Cornell
University’s brochure entitled Working Effectively with Persons Who
are Hard of Hearing, Late Deafened or Deaf describes these categories
of disability in detail and their distinct accommodation needs.

In addition, survey participants appeared to be aware only in
general terms of some of the types of assistive technology available
to employees with a hearing disability (e.g., general loop tech-
nology, portable hearing loops, a fire alarm system with flashing
lights, good electronic signage, telephone to text technology, and
“appropriately adapted” telephones). When these examples are
compared with the Assistive Technology accommodations listed
in the IBEC/ICTU Workway Web site, it will be apparent that the
potential accommodations are substantially more wide ranging
and extensive. It is also possible that staff with hearing difficul-
ties might be reluctant to disclose their disability. One interviewee
referred to this element of self-reliance. This leads to one of the
difficulties of accommodation: without knowledge of the disabil-
ity, the library manager cannot offer accommodation.

Where mental health difficulties were concerned it was also
apparent that survey participants were aware, but only in general
terms, of the types of accommodation available to employees
with mental health difficulties. Survey responses also confirmed
the problems of stigma and lack of understanding for employees
with mental health difficulties that may have contributed to
the lack of knowledge of accommodations and identified the
need for disability awareness training for both managers and
staff.

On the other hand, unexpectedly, participants in the survey
and subsequent interviews did suggest some ways not previously
canvassed in the literature in which employees with less visible
disabilities could be accommodated in libraries. For example, job
structuring and allocation accommodations and the support of
colleagues for both staff members with a hearing disability and
staff members with mental health difficulties featured in library
managers’ survey responses. In some instances library managers
identified accommodation needs that were also to be found in the
literature. Where employees with mental health difficulties were
in issue, the survey responses expressed a concern that there be
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good communication between manager and the employee with a
mental health difficulty and that s/he receive appropriate men-
toring and supervision and relevant training. The need for good
management practice in this regard is forthrightly reflected in
Cornell University’s brochure entitled Employing and Accommodat-
ing Workers with Psychiatric Disabilities (2).

Survey responses varied on flexible working conditions for
employees with less visible disabilities, in particular, employees
with mental health difficulties. Just three participants suggested
flexibility in deciding on work locations and the person’s working
time (Participants 114, 153, 55); one suggested providing suitable
accommodation for the employee (Participant No.112) and one
participant suggested the provision of pro-rata reward for atten-
dance and performance of duties (Participant No. 46). This may,
perhaps, indicate some reluctance on the part of library managers
to change working patterns for an employee with a mental health
difficulty where there is an impact on those of other staff. By con-
trast, Cornell University’s brochure suggests that employees with
mental health difficulties may benefit from a broad variety of flex-
ible working accommodations.

The overall picture presented in relation to accommodation
of employees with less visible disabilities is one of a lack of specific
knowledge on the part of library managers of the needs of, and
accommodations for, the staff with the less visible disability but a
willingness to consider ways of accommodating them where their
disability would not place them at a disadvantage.

Have Academic Libraries Heeded Judicial Concern and Put
Accommodation Procedures in Place?

A reasonable accommodation procedure for staff already in em-
ployment would typically address such matters as when and how
disability should be disclosed; the initial meeting between the em-
ployee and the managers; the nature of the medical evidence re-
quired; the carrying out of a needs assessment; the nature of the
recommended accommodation; the submission of the accommo-
dation request to the person in charge of college facilities; and
the review of the accommodation arrangements (Trinity College
Dublin, 31–34).
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The survey results indicated that while over 99% of academic
library managers were aware of the legal duty to accommodate
and that while some progress had been made in implementing
procedures, one third (34.3%) of library managers overall re-
ported that their college did not have a procedure in place and
the Institute of Technology libraries had made less progress than
the University libraries. This would seem to indicate that library
managers’ current “awareness” is passive and does not wholly
translate into practical compliance. In practical terms, it means
library staff with disabilities wishing to present a request for ac-
commodation to a library manager will be confronted by an extra
burden, the lack of precedent and accepted practice.

Do Library Managers Have a Realistic Perception of the Costs
of Accommodation?

The survey results and interview findings confirm that survey par-
ticipants had a realistic appreciation of the cost of accommo-
dation. Survey results in other jurisdictions indicate the cost of
accommodating employees with disabilities is in fact quite low.
The Job Accommodation Network (“JAN”) a service of the United
States President’s Committee on the Employment of People with
Disabilities reported that the average cost of an accommodation
is $200, with 17% of those surveyed reporting that the accom-
modations cost nothing; 52% reporting a cost of less than $500;
and 10% reporting that the cost was between $501 and $1,000
(Bruton 11).

What seems to be in issue in the costs debate is that the “per-
ceived” costs of accommodating disability in libraries are greater
than they are in reality. Most library managers were apologetic
about choosing 0–10% of their budget as the appropriate accom-
modation allocation when, in fact, in the majority of cases this is
likely to be sufficient to meet, or indeed, exceed, the cost of ac-
commodation.

How do Library Managers Approach Difficult Integration Issues?

A vignette presented survey participants with a scenario involv-
ing potential discrimination and difficulties between a new re-
cruit to a library and an established employee with a well-managed



Accommodating Employees with Disabilities 253

mental health difficulty in order to ascertain to what extent library
managers are prepared to act positively to defend the principle of
“equality of opportunities” in the case of an invisible disability.

The results and findings suggest cautious support for the
principle where the disability in issue is an invisible one. It ap-
pears from the survey results that a majority (n = 69, 63.8%) of
library managers are likely to adopt an informal approach initially
but prepared to move toward more formal approaches when a
diversity problem persists. They also reflect a particular concern
(expressed as “Other” in the survey responses) to deal with di-
versity issues as proportionately, appropriately, and confidentially
as possible (n = 21, 19.4%). A minority (n = 15, 13.9%) would
opt for an initial formal approach when a discriminatory situation
presented.

A perceptible diffidence in response may indicate a need
for library managers to receive induction training in awareness
of invisible disabilities and in handling difficult diversity issues in
the workplace so that they will be equipped with the psycholog-
ical and procedural knowledge to offer the necessary support to
people with disabilities either visible or invisible in the workplace
(Crowther et al. 207)

Conclusion

The most significant findings of this study were:

1. Academic library managers do perceive the needs of employ-
ees with disabilities as different from those of clients with
disabilities.

2. Appreciation of the view that disability is a socially created con-
struct is relatively high among library managers (63%) in con-
trast to the medical view of disability as a matter personal to the
individual (18.5%) with some surprising support (14.8%) for
a hybrid “social/medical” model, particularly among Deputy
Heads of Libraries and Faculty Librarians, suggesting difficulty
with strict dichotomies.

3. Academic library managers have a general knowledge of the
needs of, and accommodations for, employees with less visi-
ble disabilities such as hearing disability and mental health
difficulty, but more detailed awareness and accommodation
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training is required to enable colleges to be pro-active and,
therefore, more responsive to the needs of employees with less
visible disabilities.

4. An overwhelming majority of academic library managers are
aware of their legal duty to accommodate employees with dis-
abilities but this does not always translate into practice.

5. One third (34.3%) of library managers reported that their col-
lege library did not have a procedure in place to address a re-
quest from employees with disabilities for reasonable accom-
modation despite judicial rulings that they should be in place.
Institute of Technology library managers reported least com-
pliance (42%).

6. A small majority (55%) of library managers believe that a legal
obligation and sanction is necessary if college libraries are to
comply with the duty to provide reasonable accommodation.
A minority (42.6%) of library managers believe that the pro-
fessional library “ethos” of accommodating need will, in itself,
bring about compliance, but there is slight if insignificant sta-
tistical support for this view.

7. A significant majority (80%) of library managers indicated that
they would be relatively conservative in their spending on ac-
commodation of employees with disabilities, favoring alloca-
tion of between 0–10% of the library budget to such accommo-
dation. However, library managers appear not to realize that,
in most cases, this is an adequate amount.

8. A majority (63.8%), of college library managers are prepared
to take a cautious but positive approach to deal with integra-
tion issues in the library where a disability is not visible, moving
toward a more formal and negative approach if the difficulty
persists. More training in disability awareness and procedural
issues is required if college library managers are to be more
confident in their approach.

These findings represent the situation in 2009, and further
research could verify whether the trends toward a more general
awareness of the social model of disability had occurred, and
whether the differences among grades of staff had eroded. The
research suggested that views could vary among qualified staff
with practical experience of dealing with clients with a disabil-
ity. The views, specifically, of library staff with disabilities should



Accommodating Employees with Disabilities 255

be sought to provide greater understanding of accommodation
in practice and the views of non-qualified staff ascertained to de-
termine their training needs. Future research could examine the
impact of training in disability awareness.
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