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As the hospitality industry globally suffers persistent skills shortages, 
organisations are increasingly looking to non-traditional labour markets to fill 
vacancies. Indeed, hospitality has a long tradition of employing from society’s 
margins [1]. Research has shown hospitality firms are more likely than other 
industries to hire people experiencing disability [2]. Therefore, hospitality has the 
need, the tradition and the capacity to implement and support lasting change in 
the employment of disability youth. 

The Australian National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), which is 
overhauling the sector and transforming the way persons experiencing disability 
access services, is modelled on research demonstrating the broader economic 
benefits of greater inclusive workforce participation [3]. The scheme is also 
consistent with the fact that employment is the key to exits from disadvantage 
for most people of working age [4]. Yet Australia ranks 21st out of 29 OECD 
nations in disability employment rates [5]. These poor rates of providing 
inclusive employment are often levelled at firms’ unwillingness to hire applicants 
with a disability [6]. 

In late 2016, a disability services provider (DSP) and a registered charity 
partnered in a mobile coffee cart social enterprise to create open employment 
pathways for a group of disability youth previously employed in the ‘sheltered 
workshop’ model. A 360-degree ethnography combining interview and 
observational methods [7] was designed to investigate the holistic experiences of 
the youth and to gain insights into the levers and barriers regarding open 
employment. The agency/structure dualism framed the study, as it is recognised 
that agency is in itself not sufficient when its expression is constrained by an 
individual’s social deficits and the legacies of their entrenched disadvantage [8]. 
In all, five ‘baristas’ experiencing disability (across 10 interviews), 11 co-
workers/managers from the DSP and the charity, and 21 customers comprised 
the sample. 

Previous research has identified industry’s reticence to employ people with 
disability as a key barrier, despite ability and willingness to work [5]. This study, 
however, identified a complex range of structural factors inhibiting the agency of 
disability youth to self-determine towards open employment. These included a 
history of poor experiences in institutional settings (e.g. schooling and sporting), 
the safety and security of sheltered workshops, parental oversight and the 
staffing requirements of DSP social enterprises. Surprising individual-level 
factors were also manifest, including the inability to responsibly manage new-
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 found workplace independence and an absence of extrinsic motivators to work 
– given that the disability youth enjoyed financial security regardless of earnings. 

This research challenges the conventional wisdom that organisations alone need 
to revisit their willingness, capacity and preparedness for providing accessible 
employment, and rather suggests that deep-seated structural factors, and their 
impacts on youth, require concomitant attention.  
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