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Abstract 
In the contemporary workplace, discrimination is avoided while diversity is 
promoted. Up to recent, past gender, race, and age were the topics taken into 
discussion. But recently a growing attention is visible in the corporate sector 
for providing employment opportunities for the differently-abled candidates 
to give equal opportunities to them as well. It is even against the law to dis-
criminate against anyone in the workplace, because they have, or are assumed 
to have, a disability. Hence, it is essential to investigate on how the different-
ly-abled employees are managed in the complex, turbulent corporate envi-
ronment. In this research, in a journey of ethnographic narrative, I set out to 
narrate the stories of the differently-abled shop-floor employees in the con-
fectionery industry, as their stories are within the context of Sri Lanka. As a 
good organizational ethnography can reveal and explore the intricacies, chal-
lenges, tensions, and choices of life in organizations, I employ organizational 
ethnography as the prime methodological approach of this study. Exploring 
and analyzing the daily lives of differently-abled shop-floor employees— 
while being part of their work life—paved the path to realize that employees 
with disabilities are capable of being an “employee” which the society expects. 
Finally, it could be concluded that unlike in managing the people without 
disabilities, it should be more towards sensitivity, which was observed and 
experienced throughout the research study. 
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More than a billion people in the world experience disability. In Sri Lanka 
8.6% from the total population is with difficulties, where only 29.4% is employed 
(Department of Census and Statistics, 2012). Providing employment opportuni-
ties, empowering and safeguarding their future will be a remedy to minimize the 
problems they face. Even though the world has identified the importance of the 
participation of differently abled persons in the labor force, yet addressing it in 
literature is rather rare. Still, how differently abled workers in the confectionery 
industry in Sri Lanka are employed, continues to remain outside of the scope of 
research studies.  

The research problem/research question  
“How differently abled shop-floor employees are employed in confectionery 

industry in Sri Lanka?” is the research question that I am focusing on through-
out the research study. My research study aims: firstly, to explore how differently 
abled are employed in the Confectionery Industry in Sri Lanka; secondly, yet 
most importantly, to write the (unwritten) stories of differently abled employees, 
specially their daily performance at the factory floor.  

2. Literature Review  

The Act for “The Protection of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act No. 28 
of 1996” section 37 reads: “person with disability means any person who, as a 
result of any deficiency in his physical or mental capabilities, whether congenital 
or not, is unable by himself to ensure for himself, wholly or partly, the necessi-
ties of life” (National policy on Disability for Sri Lanka, 2003: p. 9). This defini-
tion is a reasonably broader one, encompassing both medical and socio-economic 
aspects of disability. There is no perfect definition of “disability” exists, as the 
concept is subject to social interpretation and people may be legally disabled in 
some jurisdictions but not in others (Lewis & Allee, 1992).  

Throughout centuries the attitude towards people with disabilities changed 
drastically from “affliction” to “differently abled”. The words that we use to de-
scribe people with disabilities have changed over time; different terms have been 
used for differently abled people in different times and places. The latest way of 
addressing people with disabilities is by using “People first language”, which is 
used to speak appropriately and respectfully about an individual with a disabili-
ty. People first language emphasizes the person first not the disability. 

The perception by many that being differently abled is a medical issue (medi-
cal model). In the medical model, management of the disability is aimed at a 
“cure”, or the individual’s adjustment and behavioral change that would lead to 
an “almost-cure” or effective cure. In the medical model, medical care is viewed 
as the main issue, and at the political level, the principal response is that of mod-
ifying. Another model that is concerned together with differently abled is social 
model of disability, which sees “disability” as a socially created problem and a 
matter of the full integration of individuals into society. In this model, rather 
than as an attribute of an individual, disability is seen as a complex collection of 
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conditions, created by the social environment. The social construction of disa-
bility offers a new lens for understanding ability and disability as a social con-
struction that frames how society understands and interacts with individuals 
who behave in ways that are different from the norm. It is a tool to assist in re-
cognizing how ability is framed so that people can recognize and work toward 
more equitable, inclusive practices and perceptions of individuals who are dif-
ferent (Dray, 2008). 

For people with disability, participation in an activity, fellowship with others 
and an occupational identity are more important, because these individuals have 
become increasingly marginalized group in the contemporary working life, with 
its great demands for education, flexibility and productivity (Boman et al., 2014). 
Historically, work is one of the sites where the notion of disability is elaborated, 
it may be either seen as a place of rehabilitation where disabled persons may find 
or re-find a feeling of social utility and self-realization; or a setting where situa-
tions of disability appear, because performance demands might reveal or even 
engender limitations that then become problematic (Bertrand et al., 2014). But 
with the enhancement of social norms, as argued by Saad Nagi, William 
McBroom and John Collette (1972), “Work remains an important and often a 
necessary aspect of life for persons with impairments. Furthermore, many im-
paired workers recover sufficient capacity for competitive employment.” 

When it comes to the confectionery industry it is stated that, “It is also the 
case that training related to food hygiene and occupational health and safety is 
important in a food manufacturing context”. It is implied that the food hygiene 
and health of the employee is much concerned in confectionary industry as well. 
Especially when it comes to mentally disabled (referring to autism), “Kids with 
autism need to have a reason for doing everything. Things need to make sense. 
Behaviors related to hygiene, such as brushing teeth, washing their body and 
hair, brushing their hair, wearing clean clothes all seem rather arbitrary to 
them”. Since the confectionery industry is highly concerned on hygiene of the 
employees the probability to hire an employ a differently abled (specially a men-
tally disabled) is significantly less. 

3. Methodology  

The prime methodological approach of this research study was organizational 
ethnography. Rosen (1991) understands organizational ethnography to be dis-
tinctive because it is concerned with social relations that are related to certain 
goal directed activities. He suggests that the rules, strategies and meanings with-
in a structured work situation are different from those that affect other areas of 
social life. Koot, 1995 defines organizational ethnography as the art of exploring 
the complexities of everyday organizational life through immersion (as cited in 
Ybema & Kamsteeg, 2009). Goodall (1991) is emphatic that organizational eth-
nography requires a well-balanced concern with the play between context, self 
and other as they thread themselves across the warp and weft of communication 
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(as cited at Linstead, 2017). Organizational ethnography is also viewed as a me-
thodology which joins political ethnography, educational ethnography and other 
such whose marking designates the kind of setting in which the ethnography is 
to be carried out, as well as, at times, the disciplinary domain that gives it a 
home by Yanow (2012). Cunliffe (2010) argues that good organizational ethno-
graphies can reveal and explore the intricacies, challenges, tensions, and choices 
of life in organizations. 

Being close to the “natives”—or even being natives themselves, as in the case 
of at home ethnography (Alvesson, 2009 as cited in Ybema & Kamsteeg, 
2009)—organizational ethnographers may have an easier access to culture 
members’ own perspectives, while simultaneously experiencing more difficulties 
in divesting themselves of taken-for-granted understandings (Ybema & Kams-
teeg, 2009). I preferred to be a “participant as observer” while playing an overt 
role. The observational work was owned by a conglomerate and physically lo-
cated two hours away from the University of Sri Jayewardenepura. Being an or-
ganizational ethnographer, while working as a voluntary based employee for 
sixteen days, was socially interacting with the fellow seventeen differently abled 
employees rather than observing them as a separate unit/person.  

I conducted informal and unstructured interviews, with the three supervisors 
and the manager, and incorporated both observing and writing up “field notes” 
because of the time constraint and limited resources. Especially I had to write up 
field notes because I could not keep breaking off conversations to make jottings 
in the notebook. Turning observation into data involves the issue of how to se-
lect from the material and impression generated from the field work. According 
to Seneviratne (2010), the ethnographer has to engage with the question of how 
diverse and experimental material can become the kind of data which can be 
used to construct convincing and meaningful arguments. She further continues 
that such decisions should be based on grounded critical judgements of what 
each can offer in relation to the research question and their context. I decided to 
incorporate my own perceptions, experiences and interpretations into the field 
notes. Detailed descriptions of what happened in the field; my own feelings were 
integrated in the field notes. I also did consider about taking photographs as I 
believed that using photographs will highlight what I try to bring up. This is 
seconded by Emmison and Smith (2000), “photographs may be helpful some-
times in recording the seen dimensions of social life. Usually they are not neces-
sary” (as cited in Mason, 2002). For the analysis narrative approach was used to 
narrate the untold and unheard story.  

4. Findings and Discussion 

The part of this narrative is woven around the lives of shop-floor employees of 
Mithuru Sevana confectionery factory begins with a journey to the shop-floor, 
where they work. When it comes to the work engagement, Tessler and Schwartz 
(1972) and Williams and Williams (1983) researches indicate that in many cases 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2020.86153


A. Jayathilaka 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2020.86153 2476 Open Journal of Business and Management 

 

individuals, who need help, do not ask for it (as cited in Barclay & Markel, 2009). 
I experienced that the morning meeting held employees to express themselves 
while getting feedback from the supervisors and manager. Indeed, engaging em-
ployees is one of the top five most important challenges for management (Wah, 
1999 as cited in Attridge, 2009) but with the help of the patient supervisors and 
manager the employees with special needs were managed more than perfectly. 
Barclay & Markel (2009) say that when defining when someone can perform the 
essential aspects of a job may be more difficult in the case of psychiatric disabili-
ty. Thus, most of the time work was allocated according to the preference of the 
employees and the consent of the manager or the supervisors. Barling, Kelloway 
and Frone (2005) says that the specific elements and tasks of work can be rede-
signed to use the employee’s strengths and employees can be placed into jobs 
that better match their abilities and talents—or what has been called person– 
environment fit (Attridge, 2009). Through better job designing and work alloca-
tion better employee engagement is achieved in the shop floor. Low work prod-
uctivity and employee disengagement are both associated with experiencing low 
levels of support from supervisors and coworkers (Attridge, 2009). Despite of all 
the work that the supervisors and manager have they are very supportive to the 
shop-floor employees while managing them smoothly. 

To avoid creating difficult job demands and stressful working conditions, ef-
forts are taken such as removing problematic or disliked parts of job tasks and 
technical operations, adopting more ergonomic workplace equipment, adding 
some flexibility to work schedules and workload, improving role clarity and de-
cision-making authority of workers, and fostering opportunities for positive so-
cial relationships at work (Warr, 2005 as cited in Attridge, 2009). By considering 
all the efforts mentioned above, the work for the differently abled is neither dif-
ficult nor stressful jobs. Pitney Bowes has been measuring employee engagement 
or more than a decade and has integrated engagement-enhancing practices into 
the everyday culture of the company (Attridge, 2009), just like in the factory 
floor.  

Apart from being employed very employee should maintain a record book 
with them to record the factory work they have. Even though this controlling 
procedures look like violating the employee’s privacy it is not parse because it is 
a step taken by the employer to improve the employees’ capabilities in a way. 
Perrson and Hansson (2003) have explored the ethical criteria for determining 
under what conditions an individual’s privacy could be overridden (as cited in 
Barclay & Markel, 2009). Even though they have not specifically identified about 
the mentally disabled employees they argue that privacy should only be violated 
if it is in the best interest of the employer or the employee for a work related 
reason and that the intrusion should be minimal as possible (Barclay & Markel, 
2009).  

I must mention that the leadership style and support is crucial for encourag-
ing employee engagement (Attridge, 2009) as well as in managing employees. 
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The leadership of the manager and the three supervisors should be highlighted 
with regard to completing a difficult task. As per Quick, Macik-Frey, & Cooper 
(2007) an important leadership attributes include being authentic and showing 
emotional competence with others (as cited in Attridge, 2009). The result of this 
style of leadership is often that employees develop greater trust in management 
and have an improved sense of self-efficacy, both of which are factors that are 
strongly associated with wellbeing and productivity (Attridge, 2009).  

Stefan (2002) reports that, many employers and colleagues assume that indi-
viduals with severe mental illness are incapable of employment. But it was expe-
rienced that it is not true, when working with the differently abled employees 
hand to hand. They are capable of working according to the instructions pro-
vided. The only thing that should be kept in mind is to manage the employees 
with disabilities with concern, by taking their emotional state seriously.  

5. Conclusion 

As stated earlier, narrating the stories of differently abled shop-floor employees 
in the confectionery industry is what I see as the most significant contribution of 
my study. However, their stories as I narrate here might be different from what 
they might narrate. My writing does not claim to be fully representative of their 
lives, because I am not a full time factory floor worker, only a young female un-
dergraduate research student, who incorporated organizational ethnography, by 
working at the factory floor only for sixteen days, as a voluntary based employee, 
striving to narrate the stories of their lives. I hope this study will contribute to 
the existing literature relating to the employment of differently abled employees 
as well to the employers who are willing to provide employment opportunities 
for the persons with disabilities. Further, I believe that my effort has contributed 
in terms of seeking truth from facts. As well the existing literature aims on the 
countries others than Sri Lanka and also other industries other than Confectio-
nery Industry. Hence, I believe this research study will contribute to the litera-
ture relating to how differently abled shop-floor employees are employed in 
confectionery industry in Sri Lanka. 

When it comes to the limitations I faced, their convenience was considered 
first when I was engaged in the data gathering process. Due to their busy sche-
dules along with the factory shift, my field visit plan was adjusted accordingly. 
Time consuming travelling from the University to the factory also was a limita-
tion as an undergraduate. While being employed in the shop-floor, there was a 
risk of being rejected. Hence, I had to be patient and was a tough and difficult 
process in collecting and gathering data from the participants. Even though I 
made an attempt to follow the rules and write down everything I heard and 
record every conversation it did not always lead to a coherent output; as well the 
manager was not pleased to allow me to record their conversations. Thus, I had 
to engage in making field notes fulltime. In the analysis, I was always tried to 
covert my own experience into words. But, because this is the first research 
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study experience as an undergraduate student I wonder whether I was capable of 
achieving my objective successfully by following the supervisor’s guidance and 
advices. 

The intention of the study is to explore how the differently abled employees 
are managed in the confectionery industry in Sri Lanka. I suggest for the future 
researches to address the same question in the aspects which I was not able to 
achieve due to the restrictions and limitations I faced as a young female under-
graduate student who was conducting the first research study. Also, by moving 
further since there is a lack of research study done relating to employment of 
differently abled in the Sri Lankan context, there is a gap remaining to be filled 
with respect to the other industries where the opportunities are provided. As 
well in order to encourage more employers and industries who have not yet 
taken the initiatives to provide employment opportunities, research studies can 
be conducted focusing on the feasibility of providing employment opportunities. 
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