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Abstract

This study examines how disability employment policy in Romania is understood and
implemented by employers, focusing on the 4% employment quota. Despite formal
commitments to labour market inclusion, employment outcomes for people with disabilities
remain significantly lower than for the general population, raising questions about the
effectiveness of existing policy instruments.

Using a qualitative research design, the study draws on 11 semi-structured interviews with
employers and organisational representatives across sectors. Data was analysed using
reflexive thematic analysis to explore how employers interpret their responsibilities, navigate
policy requirements, and make hiring decisions.

The findings reveal a persistent gap between formal compliance and substantive inclusion.
Employers rarely meet the quota through direct employment, instead relying on hybrid
compliance strategies combining partial hiring, financial contributions, and procurement from
sheltered facilities. This pattern is shaped by organisational constraints, including costs, lack
of expertise, and limited recruitment pipelines, as well as by broader institutional factors such

as weak coordination, unclear guidance, and fragmented support systems.

The analysis shows that employers are not inherently unwilling to engage in inclusive hiring,
but position themselves as constrained actors operating within a system that prioritises
compliance over inclusion. The study contributes to existing literature by highlighting the
role of governance and policy design in shaping employer behaviour and demonstrates that
the effectiveness of quota systems depends on how they are implemented and supported in
practice.

Keywords: disability employment, labour market inclusion, quota system, employers,

Romania, qualitative research



Popular science summary

In Romania, people with disabilities face significant challenges in finding and keeping jobs.
Although there are policies meant to support their inclusion, such as a legal obligation that
companies with more than 50 employees should hire at least 4% people with disabilities, this

does not always lead to real employment opportunities.

This study looks at how employers understand and apply this legal obligation in practice,
being grounded in interviews with 11 employers from different sectors, including private
companies and public institutions. The aim was to understand not only what employers do,

but also why they make certain decisions.

The results show that most employers do not meet the quota by hiring people with
disabilities. Instead, they often combine several approaches: hiring a small number of people,
paying a financial contribution to the state, or purchasing services from organisations that are
designed to employ people with disabilities. As a result, while companies are compliant with
the 4% employment quota, this compliance does not lead to more jobs for people with

disabilities.

Employers describe a number of challenges that make hiring difficult. These include the cost
of adapting workplaces, lack of information about how to hire and support employees with
disabilities, and difficulties in finding suitable candidates. Many also feel that the system is
unclear and poorly coordinated, with little support from public institutions. At the same time,
the study finds that employers are not necessarily against inclusion. Many say they would be
more open to hiring if there were clearer rules, better support, and easier ways to connect
with candidates.

Overall, the research shows that the problem is not only about attitudes, but also about how
the system works. Improving employment for people with disabilities requires better
coordination between the state, employers, and organisations, as well as more practical

support for companies.
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1. Introduction

Romania has formally committed to promoting the full participation of people with
disabilities in society, including their active inclusion in the labour market, through the
National Strategy on the Rights of People with Disabilities “A Fair Romania” 2022—-2027
(National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of People with Disabilities, Children and
Adoptions, 2022). Access to employment is recognised as a central pillar of social inclusion

and economic participation.

However, employment outcomes for people with disabilities in Romania remain among the
weakest in the European Union. According to the World Bank’s Diagnosis of the Situation of
People with Disabilities in Romania, Romania records one of the lowest employment rates
for people with disabilities in the EU (World Bank, 2021). While approximately 74% of
people without disabilities aged 20—-64 are employed, only around 51% of people with mild
disabilities are employed, and the employment rate for people with severe disabilities drops

to just 12%. These disparities highlight a persistent structural gap in access to paid work.

This exclusion is reinforced by the design and interpretation of existing employment
legislation. Romanian law establishes a quota system requiring employers with at least 50
employees to ensure that a minimum of 4% of their workforce consists of people with
disabilities, with employers that do not comply paying a gross minimum wage to the state for
each person with disabilities not employed (Eurofound, 2021). However, compliance is most
often achieved through financial contributions to the state budget rather than through actual
hiring. For instance, according to the data presented in the Diagnosis of the Situation of
People with Disabilities in Romania, central public institutions do not fully comply with the

legal obligation to employ people with disabilities (World Bank, 2021).

Rather than promoting employment, compliance is frequently achieved through financial
contributions or alternative mechanisms, such as purchasing goods and services from
authorised sheltered facilities. This raises important questions about the effectiveness of the

policy and the extent to which formal compliance translates into substantive inclusion.

Understanding this gap requires moving beyond structural explanations and examining how
policy is interpreted and enacted by key actors. Employers play a central role in this process,

as they act as gatekeepers of labour market access. Their decisions are shaped not only by



legal obligations, but also by organisational priorities, perceptions of risk, and broader

institutional contexts.

2. Aim and research guestions

The aim of this thesis is to examine how disability employment policy in Romania is
understood and enacted by employers, focusing on how employers interpret, respond to, and
operationalise the 4% employment quota.

The research seeks to identify gaps between policy intentions and workplace practices and to

explain how these dynamics influence labour market inclusion for people with disabilities.
The study is guided by the following research questions:

1. How do employers interpret their responsibilities and capacities regarding the 4%
employment quota?

2. What institutional, organisational, and cultural barriers affect policy implementation?

3. How is responsibility for inclusion negotiated and distributed across actors?

4. Where do tensions emerge between policy design and workplace practice?

3. Background & literature review

3.1 Labour Market Inclusion of People with Disabilities

According to recent national statistics, the scale of disability in Romania highlights the
importance of labour market inclusion as a structural policy issue. As of 30 December 2025,
the total number of people with disabilities registered in Romania was 980,873, representing
approximately 4.51% of the population (National Authority for the Rights of People with
Disabilities, Children and Adoptions, 2025). The vast majority of these individuals (98.38%)
live in the community, either within families or independently, while only a small proportion
(1.62%) are institutionalised . This distribution indicates that disability is primarily a
community-based phenomenon, reinforcing the need for inclusive labour market policies

rather than institution-based approaches.

In terms of demographic structure, a significant share of people with disabilities are of

working age, with approximately 48.05% aged between 18 and 64 years (National Authority



for the Rights of People with Disabilities, Children and Adoptions, 2025). At the same time, a
large proportion of individuals have severe or accentuated disabilities, which may require

varying degrees of support for labour market participation.

As of 1 April 2026, according to publicly available data from the Register of Authorized
Sheltered Facilities managed by the National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of
People with Disabilities (National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of People with
Disabilities, 2026), there were 459 authorized sheltered facilities in Romania, employing a
total of approximately 2,011 people with disabilities. When these figures are considered in
relation to one another, it indicates that people with disabilities employed within authorized
sheltered facilities represent approximately 0.5% of the total population of people with

disabilities of working age.

In addition, employment patterns among people with disabilities indicate a higher reliance on
self-employment. Approximately 30% of employed individuals with disabilities are engaged
as self-employed or contributing family workers, compared to around 22% among those
without disabilities (National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of People with
Disabilities, 2022). However, such forms of employment are often associated with precarious

working conditions, including seasonal activities and low, subsistence-level incomes.

Importantly, institutional representation of workers with disabilities remains limited. Trade
unions in Romania have not systematically addressed the specific needs of this group, such as
access to adapted workplaces or protection against discrimination (National Authority for the
Protection of the Rights of People with Disabilities, 2022). Importantly, there is also a
significant data gap: no comprehensive official statistics are available regarding the number
of people with disabilities employed under formal employment contracts. This lack of
disaggregated and reliable data further constrains the ability to accurately assess labour

market participation and to design evidence-based policy interventions.

These figures highlight both the potential labour force represented by people with disabilities
and the structural challenges associated with their integration into employment. Despite this,

employment rates for people with disabilities remain significantly lower than for the general

population, suggesting a persistent gap between policy commitments and actual inclusion

outcomes.



3.2 Policy Framework: The 4% Employment Quota

According to Law no. 448/2006 on the protection and promotion of the rights of people with
disabilities, republished, as further amended and supplemented, Romanian law establishes a
quota system requiring employers with at least 50 employees to ensure that a minimum of 4%
of their workforce consists of people with disabilities (Eurofound, 2021). In cases of non-
compliance, employers are required to pay a monthly contribution to the state budget
equivalent to the gross minimum wage multiplied by the number of unfilled positions
allocated to people with disabilities.

In addition to direct employment or financial contribution, the legal framework also provides
a third compliance mechanism: employers may partially fulfill their obligation by purchasing
goods or services from authorized sheltered facilities. Specifically, a proportion of the
amount owed to the state can be redirected towards procurement from such entities, which

are designed to support the labour market integration of people with disabilities.

Authorized sheltered facilities are defined under Law no. 488/2006 on the protection and
promotion of the rights of people with disabilities as public or private independently managed
entities that employ at least three people with a disability certificate who constitute at least 30
percent of the total number of employees, while, taken together, their working hours amount
to a minimum of 50 percent of the total working hours of all the employees. These entities are
intended to function as inclusive employment structures, facilitating access to work for

people with disabilities who may face barriers in the open labour market.

Despite the existence of these multiple compliance pathways, evidence suggests that the
quota system is predominantly implemented through financial contributions rather than
through actual employment. For instance, according to the data presented in the Diagnosis of
the Situation of People with Disabilities in Romania, the effectiveness of the quota has not
been systematically assessed, with only available data highlighting that central public
institutions do not fully comply with the legal obligation to employ people with disabilities
(World Bank, 2021). The analysis of the penalties paid by ministries in 2019 shows that no
ministry employed the minimum number of people with disabilities required to reach the 4%
quota, instead opting for the payment of the contributions corresponding to non-employment.

As a result, the quota system has not led to a meaningful increase in the employment rate of
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people with disabilities (National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of People with
Disabilities, 2022).

This trend is also confirmed by data provided by the National Employment Agency.
According to the report on the implementation of the National Employment Program, as of
31 October 2025, the number of people employed as a result of subsidies granted to
employers who hired people with disabilities is 0, although the target assumed through the
program for the current year was 180 employed people (NEA, 2025). By contrast, for the
year 2024, according to the NEA report, 168 subsidies were granted out of a planned total of
190, which reflects an execution rate of approximately 88% (NEA, 2024).

Taken together, these findings point not only to the limited effectiveness of the quota system
in promoting the direct employment of people with disabilities, but also to a significant gap in
the evidence base underpinning this policy. Despite consistent indications that employers rely
primarily on compensatory mechanisms, there is no comprehensive or systematic evaluation
of how the quota functions in practice, nor of its actual impact on employment outcomes.
This lack of robust data constrains the ability to assess whether the policy achieves its
intended objectives or to identify which mechanisms may be more effective.

Evidence on the effectiveness of disability employment quota systems remains mixed and
appears to depend on their institutional design and implementation. A recent systematic
review found that while quota schemes in countries such as Austria and Japan have been
associated with increases in disability employment, evidence from France and South Korea
suggests more limited or even negative effects, with some employers preferring to pay
financial penalties rather than hire workers with disabilities (Derbyshire et al., 2024). The
review further highlights that complementary measures, including employment support
services and broader disability employment policies, can strengthen the effectiveness of quota

systems by reducing employer barriers and increasing compliance.

More specifically, Lalive et al. (2013) reported that the Austrian disability employment quota
had a positive impact on the employment of people with disabilities, finding significantly
higher employment rates among firms with 25 or more employees that were subject to the
guota compared with smaller firms that were exempt from the legislation. In contrast,
evidence from France suggests that disability employment quotas may not always produce

the intended outcomes. Barnay et al. (2019) found that the French Disabled Workers Act was
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associated with a reduction in disability employment within the private sector, arguing that

employers often perceived paying the financial penalty for non-compliance as a more

attractive option than meeting the quota through direct hiring.

Table 1. Compliance Pathways and Employer Strategies under the 4% Employment Quota

(Romania)

Strategy type

Description

Combination of

mechanisms

Full compliance

Employer meets the 4% quota

Direct employment

employment +
financial

contribution

with disabilities but does not
reach the quota, paying for the

remaining positions

through entirely by hiring people with only
employment disabilities
Partial Employer hires some people Direct employment

+ financial

contribution

Financial

contribution only

Employer does not hire people
with disabilities and fully
complies through payments to

the state

Financial

contribution only

Financial
contribution +

procurement

Employer offsets part of the
contribution through purchasing
from sheltered facilities, paying

the remainder

Financial
contribution +

procurement
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3.3 Structural Barriers and Employer Perspectives in the
Literature

Beyond legislative and institutional factors, existing research highlights a range of structural
barriers affecting the labour market participation of people with disabilities, including limited
accessibility of workplaces, insufficiently adapted employment services, and misaligned
social protection systems (World Bank, 2021; Eurofound, 2021). However, while these

factors are important, they do not fully explain persistent gaps in employment outcomes.

A growing body of qualitative research shifts attention toward employers as key actors
shaping access to the labour market. Evidence suggests that employer behaviour is influenced
not only by formal policy frameworks, but also by organisational constraints, administrative
burdens, and subjective perceptions of disability. For instance, Romanian employers cite the
costs associated with workplace adaptations, the complexity and limited reimbursement of
such investments, and a lack of information regarding available incentives and legal

obligations as barriers to hiring people with disabilities (World Bank, 2021).

Qualitative research emphasizes several barriers in relation to labour market participation of
people with disabilities. One recurring theme in the literature is the role of recruitment and
selection processes as barriers to the labour market inclusion of people with disabilities and
other vulnerable groups (McKinney & Swartz, 2021; Salognon, 2007). Previous research
suggests that discrimination and stereotyping during recruitment, combined with
conventional hiring practices such as the pre-selection of candidates based on CVs and cover

letters can systematically disadvantage applicants who are distant from the labour market.

However, existing research suggests that barriers to the employment of people with
disabilities extend beyond recruitment and include employer stereotypes, inaccessible hiring
practices, accommodation concerns, disclosure challenges, limited organizational knowledge,
and uncertainty surrounding performance and workplace integration (Bonaccio et al., 2020).
A recent study of employers in France identified several key barriers to the retention of
people with disabilities, including persistent stereotypes linking disability to lower
productivity and safety risks, concerns regarding the financial costs of accommodation, and
the perception of disability management as an administrative burden (Jupille et al., 2025)

Similarly, research from Sweden highlights that employer perceptions of employability are

not uniform, but vary across three dominant perspectives: disability as a constraint, as
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irrelevant, or as conditional on context (Strindlund et al, 2019). These perspectives are shaped
by the interaction between individual characteristics, workplace demands, and institutional

support structures.

Another major theme concerns the perceived expense of accommodating workers with
disabilities. Employers often view workplace accommodations as a significant financial
burden, expressing concerns not only about the direct costs of adjustments but also about the
potential need to make entire workplaces accessible (Kaye et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2025). In
addition, one study identifies reliance on sheltered work as a barrier to employment for

people with intellectual disabilities (Nevala et al., 2019).

Another important theme identified in the literature is the influence of institutional and policy
contexts on employers' hiring behaviour. A systematic review by Nagtegaal et al. (2023)
argues that employers' decisions are shaped not only by their individual motivations and
organizational capacities but also by the opportunities created by the broader policy
environment. Measures such as wage subsidies, financial support for workplace
accommodations, and other active labour market policies may reduce perceived costs and

encourage the recruitment of people with disabilities.

In terms of perceived enablers, qualitative data highlights common themes: one recent US
case study identifies themes such as empowering hiring managers, career development and
advancement, community relationships and training that goes beyond awareness (Strauser et
al., 2026). Similarly, Gustafsson et al. (2014) emphasize the importance of supported

employment organizations in fostering employer engagement.

Several studies also identify disability disclosure and trust-building as important enablers of
successful workplace inclusion. Lindsay et al. (2019) found that employers generally
encouraged young people with disabilities to disclose their condition, emphasizing that open
communication and mutual trust facilitate the provision of appropriate workplace
accommodations. In addition to this, workplace support from colleagues, including informal
assistance, buddy schemes and peer mentoring, was identified as an important facilitator of
successful inclusion (Fujimoto et al., 2014, Meacham et al., 2017).

One study comparing employer- and employee-focused perspectives on workplace inclusion
suggests that, while both groups emphasize the importance of leadership commitment,

supportive workplace relationships, and reasonable accommodations, employers place greater
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importance on organizational practices that are often absent from employee-focused research
(Kersten et al., 2023). In particular, employers highlight the value of external collaborations,
participation in employer networks, and the monitoring of inclusion practices as mechanisms

for strengthening organizational capacity and sustaining inclusive employment.

In addition to this, a recurring theme in the literature is the importance of partnerships
between employers and disability-focused organizations in facilitating inclusive recruitment
(Phillips et al., 2019, Schur et al., 2014). Although relatively few organizations report
actively collaborating with disability organizations to recruit candidates, employers who have
implemented such partnerships perceive them as highly effective in attracting qualified

applicants with disabilities.

While prior research identifies a range of structural, attitudinal, and organisational barriers,
there is limited understanding of how these interact within specific institutional contexts,
particularly in countries such as Romania, where evidence remains largely policy-driven
rather than empirically grounded. As a result, there is a need for research that captures the
variation in employer perspectives and examines how these shape the implementation of
disability employment policies, including the preference for compensatory mechanisms over

direct hiring.

4. Methodology

4.1 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

Epistemologically, this study is grounded in an interpretivist tradition, which understands
human beings not as objects, but as agents who are actively and collaboratively constructing
policy outcomes (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). In addition to this, this study is informed
by a social justice epistemology, insofar as the research is explicitly oriented toward
foregrounding marginalised experiences and perspectives that are often excluded from
policy-making processes (Levitt, 2015). The purpose of this epistemological stance is not
only to analyse existing practices, but also to contribute to greater awareness of how
institutional arrangements and dominant narratives reproduce social inequalities. In adopting
this approach, the study recognises that knowledge production is not neutral and that the

research process itself is shaped by power relations and embedded social biases.
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4.2 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design, grounded in an interpretivist epistemology
and informed by a social justice orientation. The choice of a qualitative approach is driven by
the exploratory nature of the research questions, which seek to understand how employers

interpret, negotiate, and operationalise disability employment policy in practice.

Qualitative research is particularly suited to capturing the complexity of policy
implementation processes, as it allows for an in-depth exploration of meanings, perceptions,
and decision-making dynamics (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). In the context of this study,
the focus is not only on what employers do in relation to the 4% employment quota, but also
on how they make sense of their responsibilities, constraints, and opportunities within a

broader institutional framework.

The research design is structured as an empirical qualitative case study of the Romanian
disability employment quota system, examined through the perspectives of employers.
Romania is treated as a single embedded case, within which variation is explored across
different types of organisations (e.g. private sector, public institutions, SMEs, large
corporations). This design allows for the identification of patterns and divergences in how
policy is interpreted and enacted across organisational contexts, while remaining sensitive to

the specific institutional and legislative environment.

Moreover, the research design is inductive in orientation, allowing themes and patterns to
emerge from the data rather than imposing predefined analytical categories. While the study
is informed by existing literature on employer behaviour, labour market inclusion, and quota
systems, it does not seek to test specific hypotheses. Instead, it aims to generate contextually
grounded insights into how policy is experienced and implemented on the ground.

4.3 Sampling and participants

Data was collected primarily through semi-structured interviews with employers and
organisational representatives, primarily in HR or managerial roles. Participants were
selected using purposive sampling, consistent with the interpretive research design, which

prioritises depth, relevance, and contextual insight over statistical representativeness.
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Selection was guided by three key criteria:

e Organisations with at least 50 employees (therefore legally subject to the quota)

e Variation in sector (private, public, corporate, SME, social enterprise)

e Variation in compliance patterns (organisations that employ people with disabilities,
those that rely on financial contributions, and those using mixed approaches)

Participants were recruited through multiple channels to maximise the diversity of
perspectives included in the study. Recruitment methods included the researcher’s
professional networks, direct contact with organisations, referrals from intermediary
organisations working in the field of disability employment, dissemination through social
media, and participation in a webinar organised for a community of HR professionals, during
which the study and invitation to participate were presented. Combining these recruitment
strategies facilitated access to employers from different sectors and organisational contexts,
including those with varying levels of experience in employing people with disabilities.

In one case, due to scheduling constraints, the participant provided written responses to the
interview questions instead of participating in a live interview. These responses followed the

same interview guide and were included in the dataset as qualitative material.

While this format lacks the interactive depth of synchronous interviews, particularly in terms
of follow-up questions and probing, it provided clear and structured insights, especially

regarding factual aspects such as organisational practices and compliance strategies. The data
was therefore treated consistently within the thematic analysis, while acknowledging its more

limited depth compared to live interviews.

4.4 Data collection

The final dataset includes 10 interviews conducted between February and April 2026, with
durations ranging from 13 to 45 minutes and one written response, resulting in 11
participants. Interviews were conducted online and they were audio-recorded with consent

and transcribed for analysis.

Table 2. Characteristics of interview participants

Characteristic N Total participants

17




Total participants 11 100%
Organisation type:

Private sector 9 82%
Public sector 1 9%
Non-profit/Professional 1 9%
body

Company sector:

Information Technology 2 18%
Industrials 1 9%
Retail 2 18%
Mobility 1 9%
Energy 1 9%
Recruitment 1 9%
Telecommunications 1 9%
Healthcare 1 9%
Professional services / 1 9%
Accounting

Number of employees:

<50 1 9%
50-100 1 9%
100-500 1 9%
500-1000 3 27%

18



>1000

45%

Inclusion practices:

Hires people with

disabilities:

Organization hiring PwD,

but don’t meet quota

73%

Organization hiring PwD

and meet quota

0%

Organization not hiring PwD

27%

Pays state contribution:

Organizations paying

contribution

82%

Organizations not paying

contribution

18%

Purchases from sheltered

facilities:

Organizations purchasing

from sheltered facilities

44%

Organizations not
purchasing from sheltered

facilities

55%

The interview guide focused on employers’ understanding of the quota, decision-making

processes, perceived barriers, and experiences with implementation. The sample includes a

diverse set of organisations, from SMEs below the legal threshold to large corporations with

extensive experience in hiring people with disabilities.
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Interview duration ranged from 13 to 45 minutes, reflecting differences in participants'
availability, organisational experience, and level of engagement with disability employment.
While some interviews were relatively brief, they nevertheless addressed all key topics
included in the interview guide and yielded relevant information regarding organisational
practices and compliance strategies. Longer interviews generally provided richer reflections
on organisational culture and policy implementation, whereas shorter interviews contributed
factual descriptions of employer decision-making and institutional arrangements. Within the
thematic analysis, emphasis was placed on the depth and relevance of the information

provided rather than interview length alone.

In terms of organisational characteristics, the majority of participants operate in the private
sector (82%), with a smaller representation from public and non-profit organisations (9%
each). The sample spans a wide range of sectors, including information technology, retail,
energy, telecommunications, and professional services, allowing for cross-sectoral
comparison. Most organisations are medium to large employers, with approximately 73%
having over 500 employees, and therefore falling within the scope of the legal obligation to
employ people with disabilities.

Regarding inclusion practices, the findings indicate that while a majority of organisations
(73%) report employing people with disabilities, none of the participants meet the 4% quota.
At the same time, 82% of organisations report paying the financial contribution associated
with non-compliance, and 44% engage in purchasing from sheltered facilities. These findings
suggest that employers predominantly adopt hybrid compliance strategies, combining partial
hiring with alternative mechanisms such as financial contributions or procurement from

sheltered facilities.

4.5 Data analysis

Data was analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, consistent with the interpretive research
design and its focus on meaning-making and contextual understanding. This approach allows
for the identification of patterns across the dataset while remaining attentive to the ways in
which meanings are constructed, negotiated, and situated within specific organisational and

institutional contexts.

After the written transcription of the interviews, the analytical process involved:

20



Familiarisation with the data
Initial coding

Identification of patterns
Development of themes

Refinement of themes

o o~ w b

Interpretation

Coding was primarily inductive, while being informed by the conceptual focus on

responsibility, institutional constraints, and organisational behaviour.

4.6 Reflexivity

The research is shaped by the researcher’s background in policy and advocacy related to

disability inclusion. This positionality provides valuable insight into institutional processes
but may also introduce bias toward interpreting findings through a pro-inclusion lens. This
was particularly relevant when interpreting employer narratives, where there was an initial

tendency to frame responses through a normative inclusion lens.

To address this, the analysis was conducted reflexively, with continuous awareness of

potential assumptions and their influence on interpretation.

4.7 Ethical considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles of voluntary participation,

informed consent, confidentiality, and respect for participants' autonomy. Prior to each

interview, participants received information regarding the purpose of the study, the intended

use of the data, and their right to decline participation or withdraw from the research at any

stage without consequence.

Given that participants discussed organisational practices and potentially sensitive issues
related to legal compliance and disability inclusion, particular attention was paid to protecti
anonymity. All interview transcripts were anonymised through the removal of identifying
information, including the names of organisations, participants, and any details that could

reasonably lead to identification.

ng
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Audio recordings and transcripts were stored securely and accessed only by the researcher for
the purposes of this study. The collected data was used exclusively for academic purposes

and handled in accordance with applicable data protection principles.

From an interpretivist perspective, ethical considerations extend beyond procedural
requirements to include the research relationship itself. Recognising that disability
employment remains a socially and politically sensitive topic, the researcher sought to
facilitate respectful dialogue while remaining reflexive about the potential influence of

personal values and positionality on both data collection and interpretation.

5. Results

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the results of the qualitative analysis of eleven semi-structured
interviews conducted with employers and organisational representatives across different
sectors in Romania. The analysis explores how employers interpret and implement the 4%
employment quota for people with disabilities, with a focus on identifying patterns in

decision-making, perceived barriers, and constructions of responsibility.

The findings reveal a consistent gap between formal policy compliance and substantive
labour market inclusion. While employers demonstrate awareness of the quota system and, in
some cases, express support for its underlying objectives, their practices rarely translate into
the active employment of people with disabilities. Instead, organisations navigate the policy
through a combination of financial compliance, passive inclusion strategies, and selective

engagement.
Seven main themes emerge from the analysis:

Hybrid compliance as a dominant pattern
Meritocratic discourse as a barrier

Barriers to the employment of people with disabilities
Diffusion of responsibility and the role of the state

Passive versus active inclusion models

o ok~ w D PF

Hidden stigma and conditional acceptance
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7. Perceived enablers of inclusive employment

These themes are deeply interconnected and collectively illustrate how organisational
rationalities, institutional constraints, and cultural assumptions shape the implementation of

disability employment policy.

5.2 Hybrid Compliance as a Dominant Pattern

A central finding of this study is that compliance with the 4% employment quota rarely
results in the full and direct employment of people with disabilities, even in organisations that
demonstrate openness or active engagement in inclusion practices. Across interviews,
employers consistently describe a system in which the quota is not realistically achievable

through hiring alone, leading to the widespread adoption of hybrid compliance strategies.

Rather than relying exclusively on direct employment, organisations combine multiple
mechanisms in order to approach compliance. These typically include partial hiring, financial
contributions to the state, and procurement from authorised sheltered facilities. In practice,

this results in a model where inclusion is present, but insufficient to meet the quota threshold.

This dynamic is evident even among employers who actively attempt to recruit people with
disabilities. One respondent describes a situation in which the organisation employs multiple
people with disabilities, engages with NGOs, and signals openness through recruitment
channels, yet still fails to meet the quota: “We have three people with disabilities... but in

fact we only count as two, because two of them work part-time.”

This example illustrates a broader structural issue. The calculation of the quota based on full-
time equivalents effectively reduces the recognised contribution of employees whose working

hours are limited due to medical conditions.

“When I finally find candidates and I’'m happy that I found them, the law says they only

count as half... I don’t understand the logic.”

In this context, employers are not only facing difficulties in identifying and recruiting suitable
candidates, but are also operating within a system that devalues the forms of employment that
are most realistic for many people with disabilities. As a result, even organisations that make

tangible efforts toward inclusion remain formally non-compliant.
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Beyond legal design, employers also emphasise the difficulty of aligning available roles with
the profiles of candidates. As one participant notes: “Either the positions don’t match, or the

candidates don’t respond... somewhere, things don’t meet.”

This perceived mismatch between labour demand and supply further limits the feasibility of
achieving the quota through employment alone. In some cases, employers also point to
broader social dynamics that affect participation: “Maybe they are not prepared... or maybe,

because of society’s reluctance, they don’t want to expose themselves.”

These constraints contribute to a situation in which organisations adopt hybrid compliance as
a practical necessity rather than a strategic choice. Employers explicitly acknowledge this
combination of approaches: “We hire, we pay, and we work with sheltered facilities... it’s all
of them.” This statement reflects a broader pattern across the data, where compliance is

achieved through a mix of mechanisms rather than through direct employment alone.

Importantly, employers do not necessarily reject the legitimacy of the quota. Several
respondents recognise its role in drawing attention to disability inclusion: “It forces you to
look at this area... otherwise maybe you wouldn’t.” However, this recognition coexists with
the perception that the system is both flexible and structurally misaligned with labour market

realities. As one participant notes: “There are ways around it.”

However, others suggest that even genuine efforts are insufficient under current conditions.
This indicates that the issue is not solely one of circumvention, but also of feasibility. As a
result, even the most engaged organisations do not meet the quota through hiring alone.
Instead, they rely on hybrid compliance strategies that combine inclusion with compensatory
mechanisms. In this sense, the quota does not function as a direct driver of employment, but
rather as a framework that distributes responsibility across multiple channels, without
ensuring that its core objective is fulfilled.

5.3 Meritocratic discourse as barrier

A second key theme emerging from the data is the role of meritocratic discourse in shaping
hiring decisions. Across interviews, employers consistently emphasised that recruitment
processes are based on competence, skills, and organisational fit. This framing is presented as
neutral, objective, and inherently fair. Statements such as: “Hiring is based first and foremost

on merit... if the person has the necessary skills.” and “We looked for skills, not necessarily
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the person.” illustrate how employers construct hiring as a rational and performance-based

process.

However, a deeper analysis reveals that this discourse functions as a barrier to inclusion. By
focusing exclusively on individual merit, employers implicitly assume that all candidates
compete on equal terms. This assumption obscures structural inequalities that affect people
with disabilities, including limited access to education, training, and work experience. In this
context, meritocracy operates as what can be described as a neutrality trap. While employers
perceive themselves as fair and non-discriminatory, their reliance on standardised criteria
reproduces existing inequalities. The absence of targeted inclusion measures is justified

through the belief that the system is already equitable.

At the same time, the data challenges the assumption that all employers believe that people
with disabilities lack competence. Several respondents acknowledged that candidates with

disabilities can be highly qualified, sometimes requiring only minor adjustments or support.
This suggests that exclusion is not primarily driven by lack of ability, but by the absence of

mechanisms to accommodate diversity within existing organisational structures.

Moreover, meritocratic discourse often intersects with more subjective criteria, particularly at
higher organisational levels. In recruitment processes for senior roles, employers frequently
emphasise personality, communication style, and cultural fit. These criteria introduce a level
of subjectivity that can facilitate indirect exclusion, especially for candidates whose

behaviour or communication does not align with dominant norms.

Thus, meritocracy does not function as a neutral principle, but as a socially embedded

framework that shapes and legitimises exclusionary practices.

5.4 Barriers to the employment of people with disabilities

The analysis identifies a set of four interrelated barriers that hinder the effective
implementation of the 4% employment quota and limit the transition from formal compliance
to substantive inclusion. These barriers operate at multiple levels (organisational,
institutional, and systemic) and are often interconnected. Rather than being isolated obstacles,
they form a cumulative system of constraints that shapes employer behaviour and reinforces

patterns of non-inclusion.
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5.4.1 Organisational and Resource-Related Barriers

At the organisational level, employers consistently emphasise internal capacity constraints,
particularly in relation to financial resources, expertise, and human resource capabilities. A
key concern relates to the cost of accommodations, which is frequently perceived as a
significant barrier to hiring people with disabilities. Employers describe inclusion not as a
one-time investment, but as an ongoing organisational commitment requiring sustained
resources: “It is quite costly for an organisation to implement these adjustments.” This
perception is not abstract. One respondent provided a detailed breakdown of the costs
associated with accessibility: “Approximately €8,000 per person... an ergonomic desk costs
around 17,000 lei, a chair 2,000-2,500 euros... assistive software licenses can reach 6—7

thousand euros annually.”

Such accounts frame inclusion as a resource-intensive organisational transformation, rather
than a simple hiring decision. Beyond financial constraints, employers repeatedly highlight a
lack of expertise, particularly in relation to invisible disabilities: “We are not prepared for
people with intellectual disabilities... we don’t know how to work with them.” This lack of
knowledge generates uncertainty and reinforces risk-averse behaviour, especially in
environments where performance expectations are high. Closely linked to this is the lack of
dedicated HR capacity. Inclusion is perceived as requiring specialised roles and sustained

effort: “You need specialists... teams dedicated to managing this process.”

As a result, inclusion is often deprioritised in favour of more immediate operational demands.
In this context, organisational barriers are not only material but also structural, reflecting the

absence of internal systems capable of supporting inclusive practices.

5.4.2 Informational and coordination gaps

A second major category of barriers relates to lack of information, weak coordination, and
insufficient institutional support. A recurring theme is the lack of clear and accessible
information regarding the quota system, legal requirements, and available support
mechanisms. Employers frequently describe the policy environment as opaque and difficult
to navigate: “We don’t know anything... there is no information campaign. Zero.” and “If

there isn’t clear legislation, how am I supposed to act?”
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This lack of clarity generates uncertainty and discourages proactive engagement. Rather than
acting strategically, employers adopt reactive approaches, focusing on minimal compliance

rather than long-term inclusion.

In addition to informational gaps, participants highlight a broader lack of coordination
between institutions. The implementation of disability employment policy is perceived as
fragmented, involving multiple actors with limited communication and unclear
responsibilities. This fragmentation contributes to what employers describe as weak public
support, where formal policies exist but are not accompanied by effective guidance or
implementation mechanisms: “There is no coherent program... no one really tells you what

to do or how to do it.”

As a result, employers are often left to interpret and implement the policy independently,
increasing the perceived complexity and administrative burden.

5.4.3 Fragmented recruitment and intermediation process

A third key barrier concerns the lack of structured recruitment pathways and effective
intermediation mechanisms. Employers repeatedly point to the absence of accessible
candidate pipelines: “It would be much easier if we were given a list of candidates... people
with these skills.” The current system is perceived as overly complex and inefficient: “The

process is very cumbersome... documents, referrals, multiple institutions.”

This bureaucratic burden discourages engagement, particularly for organisations without
dedicated HR structures. At the same time, there is a clear contrast between state institutions
and NGOs. Employers report significantly better experiences with NGOs: “Associations send
us candidates quickly... from the state we never received an answer.” This highlights a
critical systemic gap: while NGOs partially fill the intermediation role, their reach is limited
and not institutionalised. In two cases, employers attempted to engage directly with state
institutions, contacting the National Employment Agency (NEA) to request recommendations
for candidates with disabilities and explicitly marking vacancies as open to people with
disabilities. Crucially, these attempts did not result in meaningful support or response. The
absence of coordination between actors results in a fragmented system where inclusion

depends on ad hoc relationships rather than structured mechanisms.

5.4.4 Systemic and policy-level barriers
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At the systemic level, barriers are embedded in the design and implementation of the policy
framework itself. A central issue is the structure of the quota system, which allows
organisations to comply financially rather than through hiring: “If we have to pay, we pay...
it’s simpler.” This creates a structural disincentive for employment, reinforcing formal
compliance over substantive inclusion. In addition to this, a particularly important systemic
barrier identified in one interview concerns the way the quota is calculated in relation to full-
time equivalents. Employers report that people with disabilities who work part-time, often
due to medical constraints, are only partially counted toward the quota: “I was not happy at
all... when I find candidates, the law says they only count as half.” This creates what can be
described as a double penalty, where employers face both difficulties in recruitment and a

legal framework that reduces the recognised contribution of those they do employ.

Employers also emphasise the broader profit-driven logic of organisations, particularly in
private sector contexts: “Companies will make the decision that benefits them financially in
90% of cases.” This economic rationality often overrides inclusion considerations, especially
in competitive or investor-driven environments: “There is pressure from investors... profits

can override decisions that are not necessarily good from a human perspective.”

In addition, systemic barriers include infrastructure and accessibility limitations: “The city is
built for able-bodied people... transport, buildings, access, everything creates separation.”
These structural inequalities limit both the supply of candidates and their ability to participate
in the labour market. Finally, employers highlight a lack of long-term strategic vision:
“Programs are started without clear goals... there is no ownership, no continuity.” This

absence of coherence undermines the effectiveness of existing policies.

Organisational constraints (costs, lack of expertise), institutional gaps (information and
coordination), fragmented recruitment systems, and structural policy limitations interact to
create a context in which inclusion is perceived as complex, risky, and resource-intensive. To
synthesise the findings, Table 3 summarises the main barriers identified across interviews,
grouped by level and frequency. The results highlight that barriers are not isolated, but
operate across multiple dimensions, with informational gaps and coordination failures

emerging as the most frequently cited challenges.

Table 3. Main barriers identified across interviews
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Barrier category Specific barrier % Illustrative quote
Organisational and Cost of accommodations 64 | “Itis quite costly for an
resource-related and adaptations % | organisation to implement
barriers these adjustments.”

Lack of internal 55 | “We are not prepared...
expertise % | we don’t know how to
work with them.”
Limited HR capacity / 45 | “You need specialists. ..
lack of dedicated staff % | teams dedicated to
managing this process.”
Informational and Lack of information and 73 | “We don’t know
coordination gaps guidance % | anything... there is no
information campaign.
Zero.”
Unclear or complex 55 | “If there isn’t clear
legislation % | legislation, how am |
supposed to act?”
Weak institutional 64 | “There is no coherent
coordination % | program... everything is

separate.”
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Fragmented Lack of candidate 64 | “It would be much easier
recruitment and pipelines % | if we were given a list of
intermediation candidates...”
processes
Bureaucratic recruitment 45 | “The process is very
procedures % | cumbersome...
documents, referrals...”
Weak state-NGO- 64 | “From the state we never
employer link % | received an answer.”
Systemic and policy- Quota design allows 55 | “If we have to pay, we
level barriers financial compliance % | pay... it’s simpler.”
instead of hiring
Quota calculation 9% | “We have three... but
penalises part-time work actually count as two.”
Profit-driven 64 | “Companies will make the
organisational logic % | decision that benefits them
financially.”
Infrastructure and 36 | “The city is built for able-
accessibility barriers % | bodied people...”
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5.5 Diffusion of Responsibility and the Role of the State

Another theme emerging from the data is the diffusion of responsibility for labour market
inclusion. While multiple actors are identified as relevant, employers, the state, and non-

governmental organisations, responsibility is rarely clearly defined or assumed by any single

actor.

Table 4. Attribution of Responsibility for Disability Inclusion

Characteristic N Total participants
Total participants 11 100%
Primary actor identified as

responsible for inclusion:

State 4 36%
Shared responsibility (State | 6 55%
+ Employer + NGOs)

Employer (primarily 1 9%
financial/operational role)

Secondary actors mentioned

in responsibility attribution:

Employers (as supporting 8 73%
actors)

NGOs / intermediary 5 45%
organisations

People with disabilities 2 18%
themselves

Employer positioning in 1 9%
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relation to responsibility

Conditional / dependenton | 6 55%

state support

Passive (acknowledging role |2 18%

but not acting proactively)

Active but constrained by 2 18%

system barriers

Strategic (compliance 1 9%

framed as financial decision)

The aggregated data highlights a clear pattern in how responsibility for labour market
inclusion is constructed across participants. A majority of respondents (55%) frame
responsibility as shared, while further 36% identify the state as the primary actor responsible
for enabling inclusion. Only a small minority position employers as the primary responsible
actor. Across interviews, employers consistently position themselves as secondary or
conditional actors, whose capacity to engage in inclusive hiring depends on the presence of
enabling structures. These include clear and stable policies, functional recruitment systems,
financial support, and coordinated institutional frameworks. As one respondent states: “The
state should design clear policies... it shouldn’t all fall on us.” This framing reflects a broader
understanding of inclusion as a public responsibility, rather than an organisational one.
Another participant makes this explicit: “These are citizens of the state... it is the state’s

responsibility. We pay taxes for the state to think about all citizens.”

Importantly, this positioning does not necessarily indicate resistance to inclusion. On the
contrary, employers frequently express openness and willingness to engage, but emphasise
that their ability to act is constrained by systemic conditions. This is further reflected in how
employers position themselves in relation to responsibility: the majority (55%) describe their
role as conditional upon state support, while only a small number adopt more proactive or
strategic positions. This suggests that responsibility is not rejected, but rather reframed as
dependent on the existence of functional institutional frameworks. At the same time,
employers express strong dissatisfaction with the current role of the state, describing it as

fragmented, unclear, and ineffective. A recurring issue is the absence of communication and
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guidance: “We don’t know anything... there is no information campaign. Zero.” and “If there

isn’t clear legislation, how am I supposed to act?”

In some cases, this dissatisfaction is expressed in particularly strong terms, reflecting a
collapse of institutional trust. One respondent describes their experience with public
institutions as entirely negative: “From the state I expect nothing... absolutely nothing.” This
perception is reinforced by repeated references to punitive interactions: “All we receive are
sanctions, controls, and pressure.” Such accounts suggest that the relationship between
employers and the state is not only weakly coordinated, but in some cases perceived as

adversarial.

This dynamic is further confirmed by the two cases where employers attempted to engage
directly with state institutions, contacting the National Employment Agency (NEA) to request
recommendations for candidates with disabilities and explicitly marking vacancies as open to

people with disabilities, which resulted in no answer from the institution.

A central issue emerging from the data is therefore the lack of coordination between actors.
Employers repeatedly emphasise that, while they are willing to do more, this requires
structured support and functional systems: “It would be much easier if we were given a list of
candidates... people with these skills.” Similarly, another respondent highlights the contrast
between public institutions and non-governmental organisations: “Associations send us
candidates quickly... from the state we never received an answer.” Non-governmental
organisations are thus positioned as intermediary actors, partially compensating for gaps in
the public system. However, their role is described as structurally limited: “They prepare

people... but without the state closing the loop, there is no finality.”

This indicates that while NGOs can support training and initial intermediation, they lack the
institutional capacity to ensure sustained labour market integration. Responsibility is also
frequently described as shared but diluted: “Responsibility is shared... between the
government and employers.” However, in practice, this “shared responsibility” rarely
translates into concrete action. Instead, it functions as a mechanism through which
responsibility is distributed without being internalised, weakening accountability across all

actors.

Importantly, employers largely reject the idea that responsibility lies with people with

disabilities themselves, with only a very small number of respondents (18%) referencing
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individual-level responsibility: “We cannot blame the victim... responsibility lies with those
who have the power to act.” This reflects a degree of normative awareness regarding

structural inequality.
The findings point to a fragmented system of governance, characterised by:

e astate that is expected to lead but is perceived as absent or ineffective,
e employers who position themselves as willing but structurally constrained actors,

e NGOs that act as partial substitutes without systemic reach.

Figure 1. Diffusion of responsibility

STATE
(Absent / Ineffective)

[ |

|

|

|

|
NGOs : EMPLOYERS
(Partial substitutes) : (Willing but constrained)

|

|

|

|

PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

The governance system can be conceptualised as a fragmented triangle, in which the state,
employers, and NGOs operate with weak coordination, resulting in limited and uneven labour
market inclusion outcomes. The absence of effective coordination mechanisms emerges as a
key barrier: employers indicate that they would engage more actively in inclusive hiring, but
require clearer guidance, structured recruitment pathways, and institutional support to do so.
This dynamic ultimately contributes to the persistence of the gap between formal policy
commitments and actual labour market outcomes, as responsibility remains dispersed across

actors without being effectively operationalised.
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5.6 Passive versus active inclusion models

The analysis reveals a clear distinction between passive and active models of inclusion,
which reflect fundamentally different organisational approaches to disability employment.
Across interviews, the dominant pattern is that of passive inclusion, characterised by a
general openness to diversity in principle, but a lack of targeted strategies or deliberate efforts

to recruit people with disabilities.

Employers frequently emphasise that they are not opposed to hiring people with disabilities;
however, this openness rarely translates into proactive engagement. Instead, recruitment is
described as a process that unfolds “naturally,” without structured intervention: “We have not
carried out targeted recruitment... it is difficult to find suitable candidates.” or “Things
develop naturally... when an opportunity appears.” This framing reflects a reactive logic, in
which inclusion is contingent on external circumstances rather than organisational intent. In
several cases, this passivity is linked to internal organisational arrangements, where
responsibility for recruitment is decentralised and no dedicated structures exist: “Each
manager handles recruitment... we don’t have a dedicated department.” In such contexts,
inclusion becomes incidental rather than embedded within organisational practice. Even in
organisations that express openness, hiring decisions remain governed by standard
performance-based criteria, particularly those related to skills and organisational fit: “We
looked for skills, not necessarily the person.” While presented as neutral, this approach
reinforces a model in which inclusion is acceptable only when it aligns seamlessly with
existing processes and does not require adaptation. As a result, passive inclusion maintains

formal openness but produces limited change in actual employment outcomes.

In contrast, a smaller number of organisations demonstrate what can be described as an active
model of inclusion, in which employers engage deliberately with the goal of increasing
participation of people with disabilities. These organisations invest in targeted recruitment
strategies, partnerships with non-governmental organisations, and structured training
initiatives: “We organised training programs... we prepared candidates for technical and soft
skills interviews.” In these cases, inclusion is understood as a process requiring intervention,
rather than a neutral outcome of merit-based selection. However, even among these
organisations, active inclusion is framed as requiring significant effort and resources,

including financial investment, planning, and specialised personnel.
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Table 5. Comparison of Passive and Active Inclusion Models

Dimension

Passive Inclusion

Active Inclusion

Approach to inclusion

Reactive, opportunity-based
“Things develop naturally...
when an opportunity

appears.”

Proactive, intentional
“We actively try to identify
where we can include

people.”

Recruitment strategy

No targeted recruitment
“We have not carried out
targeted recruitment... it is
difficult to find suitable

’

candidates.’

Targeted recruitment
initiatives

“We organised training
programs... we prepared

candidates for interviews.”

Organisational

responsibility

Diffuse, informal
“Each manager handles
recruitment... we don’t have

a dedicated department.”

Clearly defined, structured
“We have internal processes
and people responsible for

’

inclusion.’

Role of HR

Decentralised or absent
“It depends on the hiring

manager.”

Dedicated roles or structured
processes
“There are teams involved

’

in managing this process.’

Use of partnerships

Limited or ad hoc
“Sometimes we collaborate,

but not in a structured way.”

Structured partnerships
(NGOs, training providers)
“We work with associations

’

that prepare candidates.’

Adaptation of workplace

Minimal, only when
required

“We would adapt if needed,
but it depends. ”

Planned and integrated
“We invested in accessibility

and support tools.”

Resource allocation

Low

High (budget, time,
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“It’s quite costly... so we expertise)
don’t prioritise it.” “It requires planning,

budget, and dedicated

people.”
Perception of inclusion Optional / contingent Strategic priority
“If the right candidate “Inclusion is part of how we
appears, we consider it.” operate.”
Outcome Limited hiring of PwD Higher likelihood of
“We don’t currently have inclusion

)

employees with disabilities.” | “We already have multiple

employees with disabilities.”

This distinction is critical. While passive inclusion allows organisations to maintain an image
of openness, it does little to alter structural employment inequalities. Without deliberate and
sustained intervention, the quota system’s capacity to generate substantive inclusion remains

limited.

Table 6. Distribution of Inclusion Models Across Organisations

Inclusion model | N | % Key characteristic

Passive inclusion | 7 | 64% | Openness without targeted action; reactive hiring

Active inclusion |4 |36% | Deliberate strategies; structured inclusion efforts

Total 11 | 100%

The distribution of inclusion models across organisations highlights a clear imbalance, with

the majority of employers (64%) operating within a passive inclusion framework. While
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these organisations express openness toward hiring people with disabilities, they rely on
reactive and opportunity-based approaches, which rarely translate into consistent employment
outcomes. In contrast, only a minority of organisations (36%) adopt an active inclusion
model, characterised by structured recruitment strategies, partnerships, and deliberate
organisational effort. These organisations demonstrate that inclusion is feasible when

supported by dedicated resources and systems.

The comparison further illustrates that the difference between passive and active inclusion
does not lie primarily in attitudes, but in organisational practices and resource allocation.
While passive organisations frame inclusion as contingent and external, active organisations
treat it as an internal responsibility requiring intervention. This reinforces the broader finding
that the main barrier to inclusion is not a lack of willingness, but the absence of
institutionalised processes and coordinated support mechanisms, which enable organisations

to move from passive openness to active engagement.

5.7 Hidden Stigma and Conditional Acceptance

Although explicit discrimination is rarely acknowledged by participants, the data reveals
more subtle and embedded forms of exclusion, best understood as conditional acceptance.
Employers generally express openness toward inclusion. However, this openness is
frequently qualified by contextual factors related to the type of disability, job requirements,
and organisational environment. A recurring pattern is that inclusion is framed as dependent
on compatibility between the individual and the role: “It depends on the type of disability and
the nature of the work.” This framing introduces implicit hierarchies of acceptability, where
certain disabilities are more easily accommodated than others. Physical accessibility
constraints, for instance, are frequently invoked as justification for non-hiring: “We do not

hire people in wheelchairs because our spaces are not prepared.”

Similarly, neurodivergent conditions are often framed as challenges in relation to
organisational expectations, particularly those related to communication and interpersonal
interaction: “If it’s something like autism, it can become an impediment... especially when
clients focus on personality.” In these cases, exclusion is not presented as discriminatory
intent, but as a perceived mismatch between individual characteristics and job requirements.
This distinction allows organisations to maintain a narrative of fairness, while reproducing

exclusion in practice. These dynamics are further reinforced by the structure of work itself.
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Requirements such as full-time office presence, high levels of interpersonal interaction, and
performance under pressure act as structural filters, limiting access for certain groups: “If
someone has a motor disability, coming to the office five days a week becomes very

difficult... and they might not even apply.”

Although these requirements are treated as standard organisational practices, they have
exclusionary effects that remain largely unacknowledged. In addition to structural barriers,
some respondents also recognise the persistence of more subtle forms of stigma within
organisational cultures: “There are still jokes... small comments... not something extreme,
but they exist.” This suggests that, despite formal commitments to inclusion, cultural change
remains incomplete. Informal norms and everyday interactions continue to shape the
experience of inclusion in ways that are not captured by formal policies. However, inclusion
is often framed as acceptable only when it does not require significant adaptation or disrupt
existing organisational systems: “We cannot put this responsibility on people who we know

are in a certain condition... the environment is very demanding.”

Importantly, some respondents express admiration and respect for people with
disabilities who engage in the labour market: “They are extremely courageous... they
go out into the world and want to work.” This reflects a broader pattern in which
responsibility for adjustment is implicitly shifted toward the individual, rather than

being addressed at the organisational level.

5.8 Perceived Enablers of Inclusive Employment

A key contribution of this study lies not only in identifying barriers, but also in capturing how
employers themselves conceptualise potential enabling conditions for improving labour
market inclusion. Across interviews, respondents consistently expressed a willingness, or at
least openness, to engage more actively in inclusive hiring, provided that certain structural

constraints are addressed.

5.8.1 Need for Clearer Policies and Communication

A dominant theme concerns the need for clear, coherent, and accessible policy frameworks.
Employers expect the state to play a more active role in translating legal frameworks into
practical guidance, including through awareness campaigns, guidelines, and direct

engagement with organisations.
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5.8.2 Centralised Recruitment and Matching Systems

A second major need identified by participants is the creation of centralised recruitment and
intermediation mechanisms, which connect employers with candidates with disabilities.
Employers consistently describe the current recruitment process as fragmented and
inefficient: “It would be much easier if we were given a list of candidates... people with these
skills.” At the same time, the contrast between state institutions and NGOs highlights the
importance of effective intermediation: “Associations send us candidates quickly... from the
state we never received an answer.” This indicates that strengthening labour market inclusion
requires not only incentives, but also functional infrastructure for matching supply and

demand, reducing transaction costs for employers.

5.8.3 Financial Incentives and Risk Reduction

Employers also highlight the importance of financial support mechanisms to offset the
perceived costs of inclusion. These include both direct and indirect costs, such as workplace
adaptations, assistive technologies, and additional HR capacity. As one respondent suggests:
“If the taxes were lower... we would be more open.” This indicates that employers evaluate
inclusion within broader financial frameworks, and that cost remains a central factor in
decision-making. While the current quota system introduces a financial dimension, it does not

sufficiently incentivise hiring over alternative forms of compliance.

5.8.4 Stronger Coordination Between State, NGOs, and Employers

An essential need emerging from the data is the strengthening of coordination between key
actors. Employers repeatedly emphasise that inclusion cannot be achieved through isolated
efforts, but requires collaboration across sectors. The current system is perceived as
fragmented, with NGOs partially compensating for gaps in public institutions, but lacking the
scale and authority to ensure systemic impact: “They prepare people... but without the state

closing the loop, there is no finality.”
This suggests the need for a more integrated approach, where:

e the state provides structure and coordination
e NGOs contribute expertise and training

e employers engage in implementation

Without such coordination, responsibility remains diffused and implementation inconsistent.
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5.8.5 Investment in Training and Capacity Building

Finally, employers highlight the need for investment in training and capacity building, both
for people with disabilities and for organisations themselves. On the supply side, respondents
emphasise the importance of preparing candidates for the labour market: “There is a niche...
where people could be trained to see what they can do well.” On the demand side, employers
acknowledge their own limitations in terms of expertise: “We are not prepared... we don’t
know how to work with them.” These findings indicate that inclusion requires not only
structural reforms, but also capacity development on both sides of the labour market,

addressing skills, expectations, and organisational readiness.

Table 7. Summary of Enablers Identified by Employers

Proposed solution Barrier addressed [N | % Illustrative quote
Clearer policies and Informational gaps, |7 |64 | “Ifthereisn’t clear
communication legal uncertainty % | legislation, how am |

supposed to act?”

Information campaigns | Lack of awareness, |6 |55 | “Wedon’t know anything...
and employer guidance | low engagement % | there is no information

)

campaign. Zero.’

Centralised recruitment / | Weak recruitment 6 |55 | “It would be much easier if
candidate databases pipelines % | we were given a list of
candidates... people with

these skills.”
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Stronger state—-NGO-— Fragmentation, 65 | “They prepare people... but
employer coordination diffusion of % | without the state closing the
responsibility loop, there is no finality.”
Financial incentives (tax | Cost of 45 | “If the taxes were lower... we
reductions, subsidies) accommodation, % | would be more open.”
perceived risk
Support for workplace Accessibility 36 | “Itis quite costly for an
adaptation (assistive barriers % | organisation to implement
tech, infrastructure) these adjustments.”
Investment in training Skills mismatch, 50 “There is a niche... where
for people with employability % | people could be trained to see
disabilities concerns what they can do well.”
Training for employers / | Lack of expertise, 45 | “We are not prepared... we
HR (how to work with fear of unknown % | don’t know how to work with
PwD) them.”
Dedicated intermediation | Bureaucratic and 27 | “The process is very
services (state-led or fragmented % | cumbersome... documents,
hybrid) processes referrals, multiple
institutions.”

The results show a high degree of consistency in how employers conceptualise solutions.
Rather than proposing isolated interventions, respondents emphasise the need for system-
level changes, particularly in relation to coordination, information, and recruitment

infrastructure. The most frequently mentioned solutions (clearer policies, improved
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coordination, and centralised recruitment systems) directly mirror the structural barriers
identified in the findings, reinforcing the argument that the primary challenges are

institutional rather than attitudinal.

6. Discussion

This study set out to examine how employers interpret and implement the 4% employment
quota for people with disabilities in Romania. The findings corroborate a growing body of
international literature showing that employer behaviour is shaped by organisational,
institutional and attitudinal factors rather than legal obligations alone (Bonaccio et al., 2020
Nagtegaal et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2025; Jupille et al., 2025). Similar to previous studies,
employers in the present research emphasised accommodation costs, recruitment challenges,
and limited organisational expertise. However, the Romanian context demonstrates how these
barriers interact with a quota system that permits alternative forms of compliance, producing

inclusion strategies that differ from those documented elsewhere.

A central insight emerging from this study is that the 4% employment quota is not simply
under-implemented, but reinterpreted by employers as a flexible compliance framework
rather than a mechanism for labour market inclusion. The predominance of hybrid
compliance identified in this study reinforces evidence that quota systems do not
automatically translate into employment gains. Derbyshire et al. (2024) argue that quota
effectiveness depends heavily on institutional design and complementary support measures,
while Lalive et al. (2013) demonstrated positive employment effects in Austria and Barnay et
al. (2019) found that French employers often preferred paying penalties to hiring workers
with disabilities. The Romanian findings appear closer to the French case, suggesting that
when financial compliance is administratively simpler than recruitment, employers adapt
strategically rather than increasing direct employment. However, employers do not simply
avoid hiring, rather, they integrate the quota into existing organisational logics, where
different compliance options are evaluated in terms of cost, efficiency, and risk. Financial
contributions and procurement from sheltered facilities are therefore not exceptional

practices, but become normalised components of organisational decision-making.

The importance attributed to recruitment barriers is consistent with previous research
highlighting inaccessible recruitment practices, reliance on informal hiring networks, and

conventional CV-based selection processes as mechanisms that disadvantage people with
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disabilities (Salognon, 2007; McKinney & Swartz, 2021; Bonaccio et al., 2020). The present
study extends these findings by showing that employers perceive the absence of state-
supported candidate pipelines as a major implementation barrier, resulting in dependence on
NGOs and informal networks.

Employers' concerns regarding accommodation costs mirror findings by Kaye et al. (2011)
and Yang et al. (2025), who demonstrate that employers frequently overestimate the financial
burden of workplace adjustments. Rather than reflecting actual resource allocation, these
concerns appear to represent broader organisational uncertainty regarding institutional

support.

This finding extends prior research on employer behaviour, which has largely framed low
hiring rates in terms of negative attitudes or perceived barriers (World Bank, 2021). While
such factors are clearly present, the data suggests that employer decision-making is better
understood as structurally conditioned rather than attitudinally driven. Employers consistently
position themselves as operating within a system that enables and, in some cases, incentivises
non-employment pathways. As a result, the limited impact of the quota cannot be attributed
solely to employer reluctance, but must be understood as a consequence of policy design and

governance arrangements.

The enablers identified by employers align closely with international evidence. Supported
employment organisations have been shown to strengthen employer engagement through
brokerage, trust-building, and practical guidance (Gustafsson et al., 2013), while partnerships
with disability organisations facilitate recruitment and increase access to qualified candidates
(Phillips et al., 2019; Schur et al., 2014). Likewise, employers in this study repeatedly
emphasised the need for intermediary organisations, structured recruitment pathways, and
coordinated institutional support.

While these findings are consistent with existing literature, this study extends them by
situating these themes within a broader governance context. The emphasis on the governance
context resonate strongly with Nagtegaal et al. (2023), who argue that employer behaviour is
shaped by institutional opportunities and policy environments rather than motivation alone.
Similarly, Kersten et al. (2023) found that employers emphasise external collaboration and
organisational support structures to a greater extent than employees themselves. The present

study extends these arguments by demonstrating how fragmented governance in Romania
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diffuses responsibility across the state, employers, and NGOs, weakening accountability and
reinforcing passive compliance strategies. Employers frequently position themselves as
willing but constrained, pointing to the absence of clear guidance, coordinated support, and
reliable institutional frameworks. This dynamic reflects a governance gap, in which
responsibility for inclusion is formally shared but not effectively operationalised. The
findings therefore suggest that the quota system operates within a structural contradiction. On
the one hand, it establishes a clear expectation of inclusion through employment. On the other
hand, the combination of legal design, labour market constraints, and limited institutional
support makes this expectation difficult to achieve in practice. This configuration results in
what can be conceptualised as a fragmented governance triangle, in which actors operate in

parallel rather than in coordination.

From a policy perspective, this fragmentation highlights a gap between formal responsibility
and practical implementation. While multiple actors are involved in supporting disability
employment, including public institutions, employers, and non-governmental organisations,
their roles are not clearly coordinated. This results in a system in which responsibility is
dispersed but not effectively operationalised. As a consequence, employers are left to
navigate complex and often unclear processes with limited support, reinforcing reliance on
low-effort compliance strategies. This finding suggests that improving employment outcomes
requires not only stronger incentives, but also clearer institutional arrangements and more

integrated support systems that reduce uncertainty and facilitate employer engagement.

Unlike previous studies that focus primarily on employer attitudes or organisational barriers,
this research demonstrates that these factors are embedded within a wider system
characterised by weak coordination and limited institutional capacity. Rather than indicating
unwillingness, employer behaviour appears conditional upon the presence of enabling
structures, including clear policies, accessible recruitment systems, and coordinated
institutional support. The absence of these elements creates a situation in which responsibility
is distributed without being operationalised, resulting in a system that produces compliance
but not cooperation. This finding shifts the analytical focus away from individual attitudes
and toward institutional design, highlighting the importance of coordination and governance

capacity in shaping policy outcomes.

These findings contribute to the literature in three key ways. First, this study provides

empirical evidence from the Romanian context, which remains underrepresented in research

45



on employer perspectives. Second, it confirms and deepens existing knowledge on employer-
related barriers, including cost concerns, administrative complexity, and negative perceptions
of disability. Third, and most importantly, it extends current literature by emphasising the
role of governance and policy design in shaping employer behaviour, demonstrating that the
limited impact of the quota system cannot be explained solely through reference to employer
behaviour or individual-level barriers. Instead, it reflects a deeper misalignment between

policy design, institutional capacity, and labour market realities.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The study is based on a relatively small sample
of employers, which limits the generalisability of the findings. In addition, the analysis
focuses exclusively on employer perspectives, without incorporating the experiences of
people with disabilities or other policy actors. The study may be subject to self-selection bias,
as participants who agreed to take part in the research may be more open to discussing
disability inclusion or more engaged with the topic than the broader population of employers.
This may result in a more nuanced or reflective set of perspectives than those present in less

engaged organisations.

Furthermore, the sample is predominantly composed of private sector organisations, which
may influence the types of barriers and practices identified. While this reflects the structure
of the labour market, it limits the ability to draw conclusions about public sector dynamics in
greater depth. Finally, the findings are specific to the Romanian institutional context, and

further research is needed to assess their applicability in other settings.

Future research should therefore adopt a more comparative and multi-actor perspective,
incorporating the views of people with disabilities and relevant public institutions in order to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how inclusion processes unfold in practice.
At the same time, there is a clear need for more robust quantitative data to complement
qualitative insights, particularly regarding the number of companies that comply with the
quota, the proportion of employers relying on alternative compliance mechanisms, and the
number of people with disabilities employed through standard work contracts. The absence of
such data limits the ability to assess the real impact of existing policy instruments and

highlights an important gap in the current evidence base.
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7. Conclusion

This study set out to examine how employers interpret and implement the 4% employment
quota for people with disabilities in Romania. The findings show that, while employers are
aware of the policy and in some cases express openness to inclusion, the quota does not
function effectively as a driver of employment. Instead, it is predominantly implemented
through compensatory mechanisms, resulting in formal compliance without substantive

inclusion.

The analysis demonstrates that this gap is not primarily due to employer resistance, but to the
interaction of organisational constraints, policy design, and weak institutional coordination.

Employers position themselves as willing but constrained actors, whose engagement depends
on the presence of enabling structures such as clear policies, recruitment systems, and support

mechanisms.

This study demonstrates that improving labour market inclusion requires a shift from
regulatory approaches based solely on obligations toward more coordinated and supportive
governance frameworks. Without clear institutional roles, functional recruitment systems, and

sustained support mechanisms, responsibility remains diffused and ineffective.

Ultimately, the study underscores that inclusion is not achieved through policy design alone,
but through the alignment of institutions, incentives, and practices that make inclusion

possible in everyday organisational contexts.
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Annexes

Annex 1. Interview guide

Section 1: Organisational Context

o Could you describe your organisation and your role within it?

e How many employees does your organisation have?

« Is your organisation currently subject to the legal obligation regarding the 4% quota
for the employment of people with disabilities?

Section 2: Understanding of the 4% Quota

e How do you understand the purpose of the 4% quota?

o How does your organisation interpret this legal obligation?

« How important is this policy in decision-making processes at the HR or organisational
strategy level?

Section 3: Compliance Decisions

« Does your organisation currently employ people with disabilities?

o If yes: How was this decision made?

e If no: What are the reasons?

e How do you decide between hiring and paying the financial contribution to the state?
« What factors influence this decision the most?

Section 4: Attitudes and Perceptions

o How is disability perceived within your organisation?
o Do you consider that the 4% quota system promotes real inclusion or rather formal
compliance?

Section 5: Barriers and Constraints

e What are the main barriers to employing people with disabilities?
o Are these barriers primarily structural, financial, organisational, or cultural?
o In practice, how significant are the costs of workplace accommodations?

Section 6: Relationship with Public Authorities

« Do you consider the enforcement of the law to be strict, flexible, or rather
formal/symbolic?

e How would you describe your organisation’s relationship with public institutions in
this area?
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Section 7: Responsibility and Fairness

e Who do you believe should bear the primary responsibility for the labour market
integration of people with disabilities?

« Do you consider the current quota mechanism to be fair?

e How could it be improved?

Section 8: Future Perspectives

o What would make it easier for your organisation to employ people with disabilities?
« Do you think the quota mechanism should be strengthened, modified, or replaced?
« Is there an important aspect related to this policy that we have not discussed?
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