Don't Ask, Do Tell - But When?

By: Peter Altschul

Recently, Nan Hawthorne and Jim Hasse posted to eSight Careers NetworkTM several articles containing a variety of useful suggestions about how people who are blind or visually impaired can incorporate their disability into a job search. One of the more controversial facets of this issue is this question: When should a person disclose his/her disability to a prospective employer - When sending in a resume and cover letter? When finalizing arrangements for an interview? During an interview? Or after an offer has been made?

Hawthorne asserts that "one bit of common wisdom states that one should never surprise a job interviewer, if you want to make the best impression. It's better to let him know in your resume or cover letter or on the phone about your disability than it is to walk in cold with your white cane or guide dog. The person doing the interview will have had a chance to form an image in his mind, and, if you've done your homework, the real you will be better than his image."

Until five years ago, my left brain deemed this "common wisdom" to be sound, and I attempted to reduce the "surprise factor" by alerting the employer of my disability (I am totally blind and use a guide dog) while scheduling an interview. However, while interviewing for a variety of opportunities in both the private and not-for-profit sectors, it became increasingly clear that this approach did not work for me. Interviewers were usually surprised by my appearance, unaware of the etiquette of interacting with a blind person, and reluctant to believe that I could do the job in question.

Why should this be? After all, I had alerted the employer to my disability, so it seems reasonable to assume that interviewers would at least be notified of my blindness prior to my arrival.

Why the Surprise?

A typical telephone conversation with a person scheduling an interview went something like this:

HR: Hi, I'm calling from Three Pigs Partners, and we would like to interview you for the Wolf Eradication Specialist position.

Me: Great.

HR: Are you available next Wednesday at 3 p.m.?

Me: Let me check my schedule. Yes, that works for me. Where are you located?

HR: At 3 Porcine Place.

Me: Oh, yes, I often smell that place while on the subway.

HR: Yes, we're rather proud of that smell. We're located two blocks south of the Pig's Foot subway stop, and Porky Pig's portrait is emblazoned on our building.

Me: Great; I'll be there.

HR: When you arrive, please ask for Dudley Dursley, since he will be the one interviewing you.

Me: Fine. Please alert him that I am totally blind and have a guide dog because I often find that interviews go better if the interviewer knows about this beforehand.

HR: Will do; thanks for letting us know.

Me: Great; looking forward to Wednesday.

(And I arrived to find that Dudley Dursley was unaware that I was blind.)

These communication breakdowns were (and still are) commonplace and have created a couple of complexities during job interviews. First, interviewers would regularly complain that they were not notified beforehand that I was blind -- to which I responded with either a weak apology (potentially implying that I was at fault) or with an explanation that I had alerted the interview scheduler (often viewed as deflecting blame from myself). Secondly, I mentally prepared for an interview with three expectations: that the interviewer knew that I was blind; that she or he would be somewhat sensitized to the issues surrounding blindness; and that she or he would be more comfortable discussing needed accommodations. When none of these assumptions came true (usually the case), I became more annoyed with the interviewer and less confident in my abilities.

The Lack of Awareness

On occasion, the same person both scheduled and conducted the interview; thus, I was certain that the interviewer knew I was blind before the interview because the interviewer thanked me for the alert beforehand.

Yet, even these interactions were problematic: Not one interviewer offered her/his elbow to me until I asked them to do so, while several interviewers attempted either to grab my elbow and/or to pat my guide dog. Many interviewers also communicated with me as if I were a hospital patient near death. Needless to say, these communication barriers and my imperfections precluded me from being hired to do anything, except for an organization providing services to people with disabilities.

Given current workplace realities, it should be no surprise that interviewers are unprepared for interviewing people with disabilities: They are often overwhelmed with work and are bombarded with numerous daily crises to which they must attend. Also, even if they have received disability awareness training, this training often takes place months (or even years) before it can be put to good use.

And then there's Kurt Lewin.

Lewin, one of the pioneer researchers exploring how adults learn, hypothesized that, in order to change behavior most effectively, the undesired behavior must first be "unfrozen." After the desired behavior is taught and practiced in an environment conducive to learning, it is then "refrozen."

Using this framework, one could hypothesize that an interviewer's attitude towards blindness is unfrozen when she or he is informed of my arrival, but, due to the time lag between my disclosure and the interview date, it is refrozen prior to my arrival. Therefore, in order for my appearance to impact positively on the interviewer's behavior around me as a blind person, the relevant behaviors must be unfrozen again. And people often resent rapid changes being forced on them, particularly when faced with an overabundance of information and mixed signals.

But what happens if I arrive without disclosing beforehand that I am blind?

The Benefits of Surprise

To begin with, my arrival initiates only one unfreezing-changing-refreezing cycle, thus reducing the resentment of the interviewer while giving me more control of the learning process (and, for better or worse, part of our challenge is to influence interviewers to change their behavior). Additionally, I now prepare for an interview with the assumption that the interviewer, while competent, knows nothing about how to interact with a blind person.

And the results? Well, it is still extremely difficult to find a job, but I am more relaxed and confident when I arrive for an interview. While interviewers still do not offer their elbows and do pat my dog, they do not grab my elbow. And since implementing this strategy, I have accepted two employment offers and two consulting gigs in for-profit and not-for-profit organizations, none of which provide services to people with disabilities.

Some Concluding Thoughts

While I believe that people who are blind or visually impaired should consider surprising a job interviewer by not disclosing their disability until they appear for an interview, I also believe that this decision is a personal matter based on such factors as the job being sought, the culture of the organization, the degree of visual acuity, and the unique circumstances of each interview. (I will, for example, disclose my disability before an interview if I learn that the organization is planning to send me printed materials.)

People who choose to use the "element of surprise" should be prepared to confidently address a variety of initial reactions -- ranging from effusive greetings to embarrassed silence -- and develop strategies to weave their disability into the fabric of the interview.

