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Fourth Plenary Session

“Activity, Ability and Participation through employment” 

The Swedish Public Employment Service (PES)
Working with deafblind people   
Presentation by Fredrik Häggkvist and Vera Dahlin from The Swedish Public Employment Service, special resources for the deafblind. 

In Sweden, unlike in many other countries, matters affecting employment for persons with disabilities come under labour market policy, not social policy. This reflects the opinion that functional impairment in itself shall not affect the individual's chances of entering the labour market any more than a person’s sex, age and origin.

Every two years The Swedish Public Employment Service (PES) and Statistics Sweden survey the situation on the labour market for people with functional impairments. 

Every tenth individual in the population between the ages of 16 and 64 report that they have a disability and a reduced ability to work.

Well, let us concentrate on people who are deafblind and the situation for the young deafblind people in Sweden.

Sweden has 9 million people. But how many are deafblind? We are not sure about this but it is generally assumed that there are approximately 1 500 adults (age 20 - 65). All children/young people who are deafblind are not diagnosed (as well as there of course are many old persons who do have a severe combined visual and hearing impairment!). 

Deafblind people is a small group that often is hidden within the system. People are regarded as deaf or hearing impaired or visually impaired and not as deafblind which is making it difficult to grasp the needs of the group. 

Young people who have an impairment is a special and very weak group and therefore the Employment Service and the schools are requested to improve their co-operation and help the young when going from school to labour market. 
Two of our colleagues at the Employment Office for the hearing impaired, deaf and visually impaired in Uppsala, Julijana Arsenovic-Vasiljevic and Kjell Lundh, made a thorough survey of the situation for young people with deafblindness and their possibilities to reach higher education and work. This was done as a project that lasted for more than a year and was financed by the Swedish PES.

Of those who were asked questions within the project many say that having an allowance from society comes too easily and that they did not really get the chance to try themselves on the labour market. Leaving the social security system in order to enter the labour market may be difficult. 

Only a few young deafblind persons choose to go on with studies on a university level; many lack a complete leaving certificate from the nine (ten) year compulsory school and/or the Upper Secondary School. Only a few are established on the labour market. 
The project also found that there are around 40 authorities where people who are deafblind can have support of different kind and yet the support does not seem to reach people as it should. The co-operation seems to be too poor.

These observations confirm the conclusions of the Nordic project: “Experiences from people with deafblindness”. In the fifth booklet, of its report, called “Getting an education and work” the authors Olesen and Jansbøl refer to yet another study, made by the Danes Clausen with others. That study mentiones a number of factors of significance for the work situation of people with disabilities in general:
1. That there is generally a strong motivation to work which gives independence and social contacts

2. That insufficient recognition and acceptance of the disability can be a considerable barrier because the compensation arrangements, which can ensure a connection to the labour market, are not carried out.

3. That the insufficient professional or social skills can create problems, a low degree of independence is seen as a special problem here

4. That persons with disabilities have a low self esteem which leads to a low estimate of their own work ability.

They conclude that psychological factors play an essential role in relation to creating or maintaining a connection with the labour market for persons with functional impairments.  
Bearing these conclusions in mind we are fortunate to have a new and promising project in Sweden that I would like to mention briefly. The project runs over three years and is called “Work for young deafblind persons”. The project is funded by The Swedish Inheritance Fund and   run by The Association of the Swedish Deafblind (FSDB). Its objective 
is to develop models and methods to facilitate the establishment of young deafblind persons on the job market. Furthermore to develop and implement a model of empowerment for young deafblind persons during, and after, their time in secondary school, boosting their readiness to find work opportunities or go for higher studies. The project leader, Henrik Brink, is with us in the audience this morning.

OK, so how does The Swedish Public Employment Service (PES) work with deafblind persons?
If you are deafblind and use the Swedish spoken language there are two employment offices in the country that have specially trained staff to help you, in Gothenburg and Uppsala. If you use Swedish sign language there is one office that receives job seekers from all over Sweden: Uppsala, that co-operates with the twelve counsellors for the deaf who jointly cover the country. 
The professional teams at the two offices consist of Low Vision Therapists, Occupational Psychologists, Social Workers, pedagogues specialized in the different impairments and employment advisors. The teams are tasked by local employment offices to work on a consultancy basis. The team for deaf signers uses Swedish sign language in their work. Vera and I work in that team.
The services most commonly offered are: Guidance to employment, Clarifying the job seeker’s work capabilities and Adapting a persons work place. The services are adapted in accordance with the individual’s requirements. The individual services result in recommendations to the local employment service as to how they should continue assisting the job seeker.  Often the recommendations also involves “guidelines” to other authorities in contact with the individual. 
The key words are co-operation between authorities – and within them! The Swedish PES is a big organisation with approximately 325 local public employment services. These local offices naturally often lack deeper knowledge of certain disabilities and it is essential to have networks and to bridge gaps e.g. when a person is getting ready to establish himself on the labour market and to generally facilitate entry to the labour market for vulnerable groups. It is the local employment service’s responsibility to assist the deafblind job-seeker in finding a suitable work position. The recommendations from the special resources can be quite helpful here. The special resources can be tasked to adapt the persons work place, once a suitable position is found.
If a person has a functional impairment which involves a reduced working capacity he/she has the possibility to have access to employability programmes such as wage subsidy, SIUS (Special Introductory and Follow-Up Support), a support worker, a special support when starting up one’s own business et cetera. 
One of the objects of the Swedish labour market policy is preparing the individual, making it easier for people wishing to work to enter the employment sector and to find the right job. The consequences of the functional impairment in relation to employment are to be minimised and the applicant’s interests and capabilities are to be linked to working life and its demands and conditions.

Now Vera is going to tell us about a deafblind person that has received service from our resource:

Meet Linda!

Linda who has Usher’s syndrome type 2 also has a job that involves a lot of communication with seeing and hearing persons.

We have known Linda since the end of the 80´s but by then as a woman with a hearing impairment. One day she suddenly said something about "now being clumsy in the evenings" which alerted us. She accepted to meet our consultant ophthalmologist and was diagnosed with Usher’s syndrome. This came as a shock to her of course but at the same time she was given an explanation to a lot of everyday problems. 

She had known for some time that something was wrong but tried to ignore it. She drove her car although her visual field was narrowed and she had difficulties noticing others who were using the road. Linda even made her children tell her when the road was clear or when she was supposed to turn. Her driving licence was now being cancelled but it took time before she could understand or accept that.

The Swedish PES provides special service for people with a combined hearing and vision impairment in two cities, Gothenburg and Uppsala. Linda took part of the vocational counselling at the Employment Office in Uppsala and decided to work with administration. She had a period of job experience and was later employed by an association in her home town where her employer received a wage subsidy to compensate for tasks she could not carry out. For the following six years she worked there and things went well. She had a room of her own, the environment was quiet and when it came to deciding how to do her job she had a fairly free hand. A certain work place adjustment was done but not very much was needed.

As time went by Linda decided to do something else and got herself a new job for an athletic association. Neither she nor her local employment office contacted Uppsala until she was already employed and found that there were certain difficulties. Two of our consultants went there and found that the work place had big windows facing south and that the room where she worked gave access to other rooms resulting in a lot of persons passing through asking for this and that. Her new employer wanted her to clean the place, go to the post office when it was getting dark and was naturally confused since things worked out just fine sometimes and not at all on other occasions.

Linda then came to Uppsala to meet the consultant eye specialist and the optician and to start discussing assistive devices depending on her new job situation and her current hearing and vision capacities. Support can be provided for needs appearing during the first 12 months of employment, after which a special responsibility devolves on the employer and/or the Social Insurance Office. The person involved never pays herself/himself for technical aids that are needed in order to work. 
The adjustment for Linda was done on different levels. The lighting was completely altered and since she is supposed to take telephone calls and meets quite a few unknown persons she received new assistive devices to improve her hearing capacity. She also tried out a computer with a turnable flat screen, special programmes, a CCTV and a scanner and was trained to use them optimally. Together with Linda we informed her employer of the practical consequences of Usher’s syndrome to avoid future trouble.  

Normally an employment starts with a period of assessment of working capacity. The person then has time to try out assistive devices and to learn to master them without feeling that he/she is already employed and supposed to devote all time to work. In this case things started in the wrong end but given time we feel that Linda will be able to manage quite well. She is 38 now and works half-time. She also has a half-time pension and different benefits such as transport service. Linda needs the social contact that a job gives her and is optimistic about her future.

Meet Anna as well!

Anna is a deaf, visually impaired woman who is in her fifties. Like most deaf children in Sweden she had her comprehensive school education in one of the five special schools for deaf children. Anna liked school and had many friends. What was a bit special about her was that she went to the oculist more often than the others - she did not know why and no explanation was offered as was often the case in those years.

After school Anna started working as a clerk at the County Board of Administration in a city in southern Sweden. The department where she worked in a team with other deaf women handled driving licenses. Anna was still not aware of her visual impairment but slowly realized that she "missed" some things like what was going on next to her. As long as she could she put the growing suspicions out of her mind and found excuses but deep inside she started to  that something was wrong. Finally she consulted an eye specialist who gave her a strange diagnosis in Latin but did not really explain the vision problems to her.

As time passed Anna found it more and more difficult to do well at work. The lighting was not good, her desk was misplaced in the room and she was dazzled by the light from the windows. When she wanted to move to another place in the room her employer, simply not understanding the situation, refused to allow her. For Anna it was difficult to inform him about her problems; she was deaf and now she was beginning to become visually impaired. How would he apprehend that?

In order to facilitate for deaf people to get a job The Swedish Public Employment Service has special resources. There is e.g. a system of twelve consultants for the deaf giving service with regard to labour market issues to deaf people all over the country and Anna contacted one of them and told him about her situation. He on his part contacted the Employment Office for the hearing impaired, deaf and visually impaired in Uppsala.

The result of the investigation in Uppsala came as a shock to her as she was diagnosed with Usher’s syndrome type 1. Over and over again she was given information and could discuss with the staff and others about this. She felt she now had a new identity and belonged to a new group. Since she did not want to go back to her old job a relocation was arranged to another city. 

A period of job experience was initiated and her work place and her tasks were adjusted. She can have a sign language interpreter at work when she feels there is a need and at her request we have informed her work-mates. 

Her superior told us that at first the contact with her was hesitant and those who were her closest colleagues used the paper and pen-method. There was a need to check carefully that she understood her tasks correctly and how they were to be carried out.

She made fair copies and filing and when the office was computerized Anna naturally had that opportunity as well and was helped with a certain work place adjustment. As a result of the following reorganization many of the routine tasks that Anna took care of disappeared though and were spread to all employees.

 H










































As for her contact with the others the computer and the e-mail system have meant a lot to her and in this respect you may very well say that she now has a much better communication. She also says that sharing the same way of communicating is positive. Sometimes misunderstandings occur of linguistic reasons but most sympathize with that.  

Her boss is of the opinion that Anna is a positive person who is active and lets him know if something is not well. She has given him a lot of good suggestions and has  e.g. proposed changes to improve the work place environment. What can make things difficult is still that it is not easy to make the communication run quite smoothly but we cannot expect to solve everything, the boss says.

Today Anna works with matters that still have to be dealt with manually as well as computerized registration. At the moment she is a "trainee" finding out more about what her work-mates are doing with the purpose of a possible expansion of her own tasks.

How to get in contact with us:

Vera Dahlin, Low Vision Therapist
Arbetsförmedlingen

BOX 315

S-751 05  UPPSALA

SWEDEN
E-mail: vera.dahlin@arbetsformedlingen.se
Phone: +46 10 486 21 11 
Mobile/Mobile Video (3G): +46 70 520 71 35

Fredrik Häggkvist, licensed psychologist

Arbetsförmedlingen
BOX 315

S-751 05  UPPSALA

SWEDEN
E-mail: fredrik.haggkvist@arbetsformedlingen.se 

Phone: +46 10 486 37 49 

Mobile/Mobile Video (3G): +46 70 308 04 17

www.arbetsformedlingen.se/horsel-dov-syn-uppsala
The home page contains some information in English
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