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The limited employment options available to people with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities in the United States have come to be known derisively as the 3Fs – food, flowers, and filth. 

Food of course refers any type of food service, from cafeteria busser to grocery clerk. Flowers is a 

reference to landscaping work, and filth to janitorial or maintenance work. Occasionally, an additional 

two Fs are tacked on to the end, standing for filing, such as in office administration, and factories, for 

the piecemeal labor that often characterizes segregated workplaces. The 3 (or 5) Fs are generally 

understood to be socially undesirable, low-wage, and low-skill positions, reflecting the categorically low 

expectations placed on people with intellectual disabilities. Even when communities move away from 

the segregation and exploitation of sheltered workshops, options beyond these positions are slim. The 

statistics bear this out. A 2011 study from the Department of Education found that of young adults with 

intellectual disabilities currently working, 70% were working in positions that fall into one of these 

categories, with another 10% working in manual labor positions in moving or transportation. 

However, many of these traditionally devalued positions have suddenly been recast as 

indispensable in the pandemic era. With the abrupt reclassification from undervalued to “essential,” 

workers with intellectual disabilities are suddenly confronted with an unprecedented recognition of 

their labor entangled with an increased demand for risk to their health and well-being. In a recent series 

of interviews, I spoke with 12 adults with intellectual disabilities about their pandemic experiences. Of 

those, just half were in employment outside of day programs and sheltered workshops – all in positions 

that fall within the 3Fs. One left her position for fear of getting ill. Two working in janitorial positions lost 

their jobs at the beginning of the pandemic – an experience mirrored by many across the country. A 
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recent report from the Center for an Urban Future in New York City revealed that employment service 

providers and advocacy organizations report “near-total job losses and unending furloughs” for people 

being served by these programs (Lent, Dvorkin, and Gallagher, 2021).  Of those that continued working 

during the pandemic who I interviewed, two were working in grocery stores, and one in food service at 

an assisted living facility.  

The reclassification to essential work brought with it a level of appreciation that those I spoke to 

had not previously experienced. As Melissa (a pseudonym) said of her position at a grocery store: 

…Two other coworkers…are not working right now at this time, because of the virus. 

And I wished that I was one of those too. And then, when I was hearing, you know 

that they’re congratulating all the essential workers and that. And then I was like, 

“Okay, it’s not so bad after all.” Okay, well, we are getting recognized. And I wasn’t 

sure if the world was going to recognize us because, you know, I’ve been doing okay 

and we’re just grocery people. You know, we’re just the ones that helped keep you 

fed. And then, I, you know, there’s the doctors and the nurses but they get more 

credit. But… now I’m—yeah, now I’m quite okay. I like the title—the title of being an 

‘essential worker’ or ‘hero’. [laughs] Like I say I wasn’t at first, but then I’m like well, 

okay.  

John, who also worked in grocery store, mentioned that work was crucial to breaking through 

the isolation he was experiencing otherwise, saying that outside of video and phone calls, “that’s the 

only time to talk to people.” These feelings of isolation, exclusion, and loneliness had been commonly 

reported by people with intellectual disabilities and seem to have only been exacerbated under 

pandemic protocols (Courtenay & Perera, 2020). Though beyond the scope of this presentation, I have 

written elsewhere about how the professionalization of relationships encountered by many with 
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intellectual disabilities – such as paid caregiving, adult day services, and residential programs – has 

produced a power differential in social relationships that has been exacerbated during the COVID 

pandemic (Monteleone, under review). Relationships with coworkers in authentic employment settings 

like John referenced may represent a break from that pattern.  

However, the strain of working during the pandemic era was felt acutely, and the risks that 

disproportionately impact marginalized bodyminds in service positions reveals a counternarrative to the 

celebration of essential work. Difficult changes to routines, the burden of new health and safety 

protocols, and feelings of uncertainty arising from a lack of information on how to adequately protect 

themselves while working were commonly shared in the interviews. Amanda, who worked in an 

assistive living community, wished her employer provided information about how to protect herself in 

ways that were easier for her to understand, saying, “technically that is harder for someone like me…But 

if somebody shows me what to do and all that kind of thing, I would do it. But I just need to be shown 

what to do.” Melissa talked explicitly about her fears of COVID-19 and her resentment toward 

customers who would not follow safety guidelines. She and Amanda both lamented new routines that 

involved showering and disinfecting after work. Amanda became visibly upset when talking about how 

her family was now afraid to come near her after work, for fear of infection.  

The risk to marginalized bodyminds working in these positions, which was ostensibly applauded 

is simultaneously undermined through a lack of information, protection, and consideration from the 

public.  

Taken together with public discourses of acceptable deaths among those with pre-existing 

conditions, medical triage and care rationing plans that de-prioritize disabled people, the application of 

nonconsensual Do Not Resuscitate orders on people with intellectual disabilities in the UK, the failure to 

provide PPE to home health care workers – many of whom are women of color – and other related 

practices, the execution of “essential” yet inherently risky work by people with intellectual disabilities 
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can be read not as an acknowledgement of the social value of diverse bodyminds, but as an affirmation 

of the perceived disposability of those already marginalized (Abrams and Abbott, 2020; Silverman, 2020;  

Gulati, et al, 2020; Kinder, 2020).  

There is one other story I want to share – it was not one that I was originally intending to put 

into this discussion, and I struggle to place it in the context of my argument, but it felt important to 

voice and acknowledge. On Monday, March 24, 10 people were killed in a mass shooting at a King 

Soopers grocery store in Boulder, Colorado. One of those killed that day was 51-year-old Teri Leiker. She 

had worked at the grocery store for 30 years and she was a person with an intellectual disability (Ulmer 

and Brooks, 2021). I don’t know how Teri’s story fits in to this conversation on essential work, the 3Fs, 

and disposability, but her life and her death felt important to recognize here in this space as part of this 

conversation.  

In a recent community conversation hosted by the Transgender Law Center, Eli Clare spoke 

about the double risk encountered by disabled, trans, and otherwise marginalized bodyminds in the 

pandemic era – the viral risk and the “systemic, institutional” risk. While the pandemic brought new 

challenges, Clare argues that it, “feels like a very old moment” (Transgender Law Center, 2020). And 

that’s where want to leave you today. How can our understanding of the pandemic, of risk, of essential 

work and the value of lives, be refracted through our imperfect histories, rather than explored as if in 

isolation? Because while the pandemic is new, ableism is getting very, very old.  
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