Work Integration Social Enterprise:
 Towards Implementing the Social Model of Disability


Studies on inclusion and diversity have reported inconsistent results. While some have discussed the advantages of diversity, such as a broad range of skills and ideas, others have expressed concerns regarding increased conflict and turnover, and lower levels of integration and satisfaction that exist among more heterogeneous work groups. Inclusion is diversity beyond social justice, but the purpose of initiatives such as diversity management policies seem to be twofold. Some scholars are skeptical of such interventions (Dickens, 1999; Litvin, 2006; Noon, 2007), as they believe them to be “largely associated with a managerially driven agenda, according to which the main driver for inclusive and non-discriminatory organizational policy and practice is the business case” (Tomlinson, 2010, p. 102). This paradox becomes especially pertinent in cases where the organization’s main ‘business’ is serving social justice. Social enterprises are a great setting for exploring these arguments, but have attracted less attention within the field of diversity. A main role played by many social enterprises, also known as work integration social enterprises (WISE), is generating employment opportunities, including salaried training for people with learning difficulties, the long-term unemployed, ex-offenders, those with relatively low-employment rates and disabled workers (Defourny & Nyssens, 2006). WISEs are the main focus of this paper and diversity policies, specifically regarding the disability dimensions will be examined. Drawing on the social theory of disability (Oliver, 1990), I argue against the medical model (Stone and Colella, 1996; Colella, 2001) and the stigma model of disability (Goffman, 1963), that dominate the disability literature.  Such models tend to ignore disability as experienced by the disabled individual and are primarily concerned with detecting, avoiding, eliminating and categorizing the impairment. The main purpose of a work integration social enterprise (serving the disabled employees) calls for the adoption of a comprehensive model that understands and realizes the shortcomings of the managerialistic models. According to this philosophy, disability is socially constructed and subjects the disabled to the relations of power in material, institutional and social environments that must be removed for resolving the issues of disability. This model along with theoretical and practical implications and directions for future research will be discussed. 
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