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EQUAL TREATMENT: 
ACCOMMODATION AND SHELTERED WORKSHOPS FOR PEOPLE 

WITH DISABILITIES 

BACKGROUND  

The European Parliament has been closely following the implementation of the Directive on 
'Establishing a general framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation' of 27 
November 2000. Today, all 28 Member States have transposed the Directive and gained experience 
in their application according to a report by the Commission (2014). This sets out that the Court of 
Justice of the European Union (CJEU) defined the concept of disability integrating the concept, as 
provided by the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Recently, it clarified that in 
certain circumstances disability includes conditions caused by incurable long-term illnesses.  

FOCUS OF THE STUDY 

The study produced upon request by the Employment and Social Affairs Committee on 
'Reasonable Accommodation and Sheltered Workshops for People with Disabilities: Costs and 
Returns of Investment' (PE 536.295) focuses on policy concepts and measures to accommodate the 
needs of people with disabilities in order to ensure that they have access to a workplace and an equal 
footing with others. In addition to those named in the title of the study, policies analysed encompass 
alternative labour market services (Active and passive labour market policies, specific labour market 
measures, such as quota systems and general labour market measures, such as anti-discrimination 
legislation) as well as the concept of Universal design and the role of the European Social Fund. 

KEY FINDINGS 

According to the study, there is evidence of a positive return for investment. However, results vary 
depending on the type of intervention and the methodology of measurement chosen (e.g. including 
intangible benefits, such as quality of life). Further key findings include:  

1.  Labour Market Situation of  people with disabilities 

People with disabilities have a lower employment rate (50 % vs. 70 %) and a higher 
unemployment rate (18.3 % vs. 9.9 %) compared to the general population.  
OECD data for 21 EU countries show that the percentage of working-age population (20-64) 
receiving disability benefits varies considerably (from 3 % in Italy to around 10 % in Estonia and 
Hungary). Western and southern European countries generally have a lower proportion of the 
population receiving disability benefits. 
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2. Specific measures  

The concept of reasonable accommodation exists in all Member States and these offer grants or 
subsidies to employers to provide it. Trends across Europe are showing a greater focus on the 
abilities as opposed to lost working capacity.  
As regards sheltered workshops, there is a move towards the transitional model intended to 
train and support people with disabilities to enter the open labour market. These are likely to be 
more cost-efficient even if only 3 % of the participants move on to the open labour market. 
Quota systems exist in 21 Member States and the study detects the penalty structure as a factor 
influencing effectiveness. 
All Member States have some form of anti-discrimination legislation. Evidence from UK 
demonstrates a positive effect on the employment rate of people with disabilities. 

3. Equality Directive and  people with disabilities 

The study states that there is a robust legal framework at international level and in the EU to 
ensure equal treatment of people with disabilities (Articles 10 and 19 TFEU) and the Equality 
Directive. Measures for reasonable accommodation for disabled people at the workplace are a 
key element of the Directive which shows, however, a lack of clarity with regard to derogation.  

CONSTRAINTS AND CHALLENGES POINTED OUT BY THE STUDY 
- Lack of comparable data 

- Variations in definitions and policy concepts across Member States, as regards disability, 
sheltered workshops  and reasonable accommodation 

- Vague definition in the Directive of the exemption from provision of reasonable accommodation 
in case this would impose a 'disproportionate burden' on the employer 

LOOKING FORWARD: RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Use of the social model of disabilities (i.e. society disabling people) as opposed to the 'medical 
model' (condition concerning a person) 

• Development of a common typology of measures to facilitate comparative assessment and 
evaluation  

• Targeted use of income from financial penalties for failing to employ enough people with 
disabilities in the Member States for measures facilitating the employment of people with 
disabilities 

• Adoption of Universal Design Standards for creating working surroundings taking into account 
the needs of disabled to ensure a systematic approach in line with the Public Procurement 
Directive 'Design for all' (2004) 

Scan QR code to access the study:    
  

Source: this paper is based on the study on "Reasonable Accommodation and Sheltered Workshops for People with Disabilities: Costs and Returns of 
Investment" and the presentation held during the EMPL Committee meeting of 20 November 2014. 
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