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HR gatekeepers urged to tackle misconceptions and improve confidence
HR must “overcome fears” about hiring disabled people or miss out on talent and growth opportunities, attendees heard at an event for the government campaign Disability Confident this week.
A lack of confidence among HR professionals about how to discuss disability, and how it may affect the way someone works, can stop recruiters from accessing the disabled talent pool, expert speakers told the audience.
“There’s a lot of fear in the [recruitment] industry,” said Alice Weightman, managing director and founder of Hanson Search and The Work Crowd. “I was always trained never to mention someone’s health issues in the interview room.
“The thinking was: ‘Are you asking the right type of questions? Are you going to offend? Are you going to be pulled up in front of an employment tribunal because a candidate has been selected based on their physical ability, or not?’”
She said there was a “fear factor that needs to be overcome” particularly among recruiters and HR because they are “the gatekeepers who allow people into those jobs”.
Flagging further issues that daunt recruiters, Weightman added: “There’s a fear factor in terms of: ‘Can a disabled person do the job? What are the cost implications?', and, ‘How long will they stay?’ But statistics show that if you engage with disabled people in the right way they are more likely to stay with you in the long term.”
Also speaking at the event, minister for disabled people Justin Tomlinson, said that employers needed to find the confidence to talk to disabled candidates and employees about their needs and make adjustments where necessary.
One of the barriers to UK growth is not being able to find sufficient numbers of skilled staff, the minister said, however, “many disabled people are highly skilled”, so hiring them “makes commercial sense”, he added.
“If you are an employer and want access to skills and talent you will have to make more of an effort. But the support is out there,” he said highlighting the Disability Confident campaign and funding available to employers via Access to Work.
“We as a government are committed to halving the disability unemployment gap, which will require about one million [more hires]. Having spoken to lots of charities, the one thing that will make the biggest difference to disabled people’s lives is giving them that opportunity [to work]. You’re not doing them a favour, they will enhance and improve your organisation," he said.
“Time and time again employers are telling me making changes has been worth the investment.”
Tricia Riley, HR director at TfL, has been running a Steps into Work programme, which places disabled students in various roles across the business with an aim of getting 30 per cent of them into permanent roles, although not necessarily with TfL.
Highlighting the benefits she’s seen disabled employees bring to her organisation, Riley said: “Giles works for TfL and he speaks five languages, which is useful in our multilingual capital city. He also happens to have cerebral palsy but it’s his language skills that make the difference for us.”
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