Social Inclusion and Natural Supports


Social inclusion is critical to the success of most workers.  Think of your own job.  Could you be successful if you were not a part of a team or did not communicate effectively with your co-workers?  Would you stay at your job if you felt socially excluded?  Beyond job satisfaction, how your supervisor and co-workers view your work performance and deal with problems that you have on the job is greatly influenced by how well you socially fit in at work.  For so many people with severe disabilities and the staff who support them, this has been one of the greatest challenges in making integrated community employment successful.  Years of segregated schooling, day and vocational programs and living arrangements; employer and co-worker lack of knowledge and experience; and aspects of the disability itself make it more difficult for many people with disabilities to develop the work and social relationships that are crucial to both success and satisfaction with one’s job.


Social connections at work also affect the amount and type of formal and informal training and support the worker receives from the supervisor and co-workers.  All of us give and receive support at work, and establishing this kind of “natural” support network for the worker with disabilities is an important part of the process of fading your own support.  Therefore, job development needs to done in such a way that it will enhance the possibilities of the worker with disabilities developing formal and informal work and social connections.


Your role as the job developer can either help the process of inclusion or can prevent it from happening as it should.  Steps that a job developer can take to ensure that the worker with a disability will be fully included in the workplace include:

•
Creating the expectation throughout the job development process that the employer will provide training and support for the worker, as they would with any other employee.  This can include identifying specific co-workers who will act as the trainer or mentor for the worker with a disability.

•
If job coaching from an agency is part of the support plan, clearly explaining to the employer the role of the job coach: to supplement, not substitute for the supports readily available within the workplace; the job developer should also work with the job coach to ensure that they promote inclusion within the workplace.

•
Explaining to the employer the importance of social inclusion to the long-term success of the employee.

•
Discussing the specific support needs of the individual, and how these will be met in a way that enhances the inclusion of the worker with a disability, rather than stigmatizing them.

•
Learning about the social rituals of the workplace (breaks, lunch, parties, coffee club, etc.), and how the worker can participate in these.

•
Ensuring that the area where the person with a disability will be working is not isolated, but physically integrated into the work place.

•
Designing the job so that the worker has regular contact and interaction with co-workers

•
Having the worker with a disability work a similar schedule to other workers, with the same break times, meal times, etc.

Support in the Workplace

There exists a wide range of supports available that can be tapped into to assist the worker with a disability to become both trained in a particular job and connected and socially included in the workplace.  These “natural supports” are assistance or interactions that:

•
involve people, procedures, customs, and tools that are typically available in the workplace; or

•
modified versions of these typical resources; or

•
individualized supports seen as normative within the setting.

Natural supports are spontaneously generated in the workplace or the personal network of the individual with a disability, or they are facilitated though indirect human service consultation or resources.  The term “natural supports” is somewhat misleading, for everyone seeks out a variety of assistance to do their jobs well, and for each person, that assistance is based on individualized needs and requirements.  

The following features of support in the workplace have implications for how we develop and facilitate natural supports for workers with disabilities.

	Natural Supports in the Workplace

	• Support is a natural feature of the workplace
	• In developing jobs, we should expect that employers and co-workers will train and support new workers with disabilities as they do all new workers  

	• Each workplace has its own culture
	• Job developers need to understand the unique informal rules and norms in each workplace in order to assist a worker in developing supports and social connections

	• Social integration comes first, not second
	• Research has shown that new workers first develop social connections, then master the job responsibilities.  It is often the social connections and relationship with employer and co-workers that facilitates developing the needed supports and flexibility that allows the worker to be successful


	• External support has multiple effects on the workplace
	• The presence of agency staff (and how they define their role) on the worksite influences how the employer and co-workers view and interact with the new worker

	• Ongoing support requires partnerships with business
	• As employers and co-workers play a larger role in training and supporting workers with disabilities, the role of disability profesionals expands to being a resource and support to these "supporters"


	Cautions About Natural Supports

	• Natural supports are not a new   model to be imposed upon business
	• Our approach needs to be one of encouraging employers to become more involved by asking for their involvement as a part of the job development process and continuing to support both the worker and employer throughout the tenure of employment



	• Natural supports should never be used as an excuse for providing inadequate service or withdrawing agency support
	• We need to make sure that using natural supports doesn't become a way of "dumping" all responsibility on the employer.  Remember that one of the critical features that differentiates supported employment from traditional placement (and allows for people with more severe disabilities to become employed in the community) is that agency support is long-term 



	• Natural supports should not turn co-workers into human service professionals
	• Employers and co-workers will often need our assistance to understand and deal with a worker with disabilities but for them to be comfortable, they will need to do it with their own style and expectations.
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