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Executive Summary
Small businesses, which create over 50 percent 
of the new jobs in the United States, offer an 
outstanding opportunity for the employment of 
people with disabilities who represent an excel-
lent talent pool, according to a comprehensive 
review of the research. Yet, small business lead-
ers have concerns about employing people with 
disabilities. According to a series of studies on 
small business and the employment of people 
with disabilities, five of their concerns are most 
critical:

 1.  Establishing top management  
commitment

 2. Finding qualified employees with  
  disabilities 

 3. Retaining employees with disabilities and  
  creating workplaces where they excel

 4.  Costs of employing people with  
disabilities, including apprehension about 
litigation

 5. Growing the business

Establishing Top Management  
Commitment

Numerous studies have pointed to the impor-
tance of top management commitment as the 
key pre-condition for ensuring the successful 
implementation of any important initiative. Top 
managers commit to employing people with 
disabilities for many reasons, although financial 
reasons appear to be less important than attract-
ing and retaining top talent and the personal 
reasons of top managers. To raise top manag-
ers’ commitment levels, exposure to the voices 
of employees with disabilities through focus 
groups, interviews, and surveys can create a 
“burning platform” that encourages leaders to 
“jump” into an initiative to attract, retain, and 
advance people with disabilities. Commitment is 
also gained through sharing in the experiences 
of people with disabilities through workshops 
and volunteer roles; articulating the business 
case and committing to basic programs, plans, 
and policies for employing people with disabili-

ties; and bringing in experts and top managers 
from benchmark organizations to speak to the 
senior management team or diversity council. 

Once top managers are committed, they must 
demonstrate that commitment to the organiza-
tion, especially middle managers and supervisors, 
who are expert at seeing through insincere com-
mitment. Key approaches for conveying com-
mitment include: aggressively communicating 
the plan and the business case throughout the 
organization; removing barriers to implementa-
tion; sponsoring an employee resource group for 
employees with disabilities, caregivers, and allies; 
and holding managers accountable for imple-
menting the plan.

Finding Qualified Employees with  
Disabilities

In attracting and hiring qualified employees with 
disabilities, two practices stand out: complying 
with applicable laws and regulations and finding 
a community partner. Compliance can largely be 
achieved by following three simple rules:

 1.  Make all steps in the recruiting and hiring 
process accessible to people with dis-
abilities, including websites, to ensure 
equal opportunity (e.g., if an individual is 
visually impaired or has a severe learning 
disability, accommodations may need to 
be made in a written employment test). 

 2.  Focus on whether the prospective em-
ployee’s skills, experience, and education 
match the essential functions of the job 
with or without reasonable accommoda-
tions (e.g., when hiring a bookkeeper, 
knowledge of double entry bookkeeping 
is relevant, while the ability to participate 
in company outings typically is not).

 3.  Be consistent (e.g., if you require an 
employment test for one person in a job 
category, require it for everyone).

In the U.S. substantial resources have been in-
vested by public and private funders to assist 
businesses to find, hire, and integrate em-
ployees with disabilities into workforces. The 
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place to start is with your state Vocational Rehabilita-
tion agency which can be reached through the National 
Employment Team (The NET), a service of the Council 
of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation.

Retaining Employees with Disabilities and Creating 
Workplaces Where They Excel

The costs of turnover can be high with estimates ranging 
from 20 percent of a year’s salary to as much as 200 per-
cent for some positions. Hiring people with disabilities can 
significantly reduce these costs, since studies demonstrate 
that on average they are more loyal to employers than 
those without disabilities.

Attracting and retaining employees is only part of the equa-
tion; they must also be in an environment where they can 
excel. Activities undertaken to retain employees with dis-
abilities and to create work environments where they excel 
also foster the retention of employees without disabilities 
and support their efficiency and effectiveness. Five activities 
are fundamental to retention and work environment excel-
lence: on-boarding, reasonable accommodations, work cli-
mate management, employee resource groups, and men-
toring. Key practices include: assigning mentors to new 
employees prior to arrival to ease their transition into the 
job, as well as support their career development; providing 
flexible work alternatives to all employees; measuring and 
managing the work climate and ensuring that the voices 
of employees with disabilities are heard; establishing an 
employee resource group for employees with disabilities, 
caregivers, and allies; and taking care to effectively prepare 
and match mentors with protégés.

Costs of Employing People with Disabilities,  
including Apprehension About Litigation

The additional costs, if any, of employing people with dis-
abilities should be viewed in the context of benefits. Pro-
viding reasonable accommodations to employees with dis-
abilities leads to improved retention, increased productivity 
and morale, reduction in workers’ compensation costs, 
and a variety of other direct and indirect benefits. Employ-
ees with disabilities have lower voluntary turnover rates 
and also have better punctuality and attendance, higher 
productivity and work quality, fewer accidents, and they 
improve team performance and innovation. A number of 
financial incentives that reimburse salary and wage costs 
and cover the costs of accommodations are available to 
support businesses that employ people with disabilities.

Small businesses are concerned about four areas of cost: 
workers’ compensation, health care, accommodations, 
and legal costs. People with disabilities actually tend to uti-
lize workers’ compensation less often than workers with-
out disabilities. Federal law prohibits employment discrimi-
nation against people with disabilities to avoid potential 
increases in health care costs. Nevertheless, while health 
care costs vary across the fifty states, overall they tend to 
be higher for people with disabilities. When the fact that 
many of those with the highest health care costs are not 
in the labor force and other mitigating factors are taken 
into account, the impact of health care costs on employers 
is minimal. Accommodations costs tend to be low. Most 
accommodations cost employers nothing and those that 
do typically cost less than fifty dollars. People with disabili-
ties are more likely to file charges against their companies. 
However, in any one year the chances are less than one in 
a thousand that a company will pay to resolve a charge. 
Businesses that establish policies and practices that wel-
come and support people with disabilities are unlikely to 
be charged in the first place.

Growing the Business

Many employers are concerned that hiring employees
with disabilities will jeopardize business development and 
growth. Actually, the opposite is true. A nearly 90 billion 
dollar market exists for assistive technologies and sup-
port services for people with disabilities. People with dis-
abilities themselves are a market larger than a quarter of 
a trillion dollars. Consumers are far more likely to say that 
they would patronize businesses that employ people with 
disabilities and are far more favorable toward those busi-
nesses.

After carefully weighing the data, it might well be said that 
hiring people without disabilities is slightly more risky to 
small businesses than hiring people with disabilities.

 

http://www.rehabnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/NET-Services-to-Business-2013.pdf
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Introduction
Small business offers perhaps the greatest op-
portunity for employing people with disabilities 
in the U.S. “The 23 million small businesses in 
America account for 54 percent of all sales. 
[They] provide 55 percent of all jobs and have 
provided 66 percent of all net new jobs since the 
1970s. Since 1990, as big businesses eliminated 
4 million jobs, small businesses added 8 million 
jobs.”1

The purpose of this report is to assist small busi-
nesses to open their doors to the employment 
of people with disabilities. It looks at critical con-
cerns small businesses hold, analyzes the con-
cerns, and provides strategies and a variety of 
resource links for how to address them. The con-
cerns were identified by examining the research 
on small businesses in general and on employ-
ing people with disabilities in small businesses in 
particular. 

Analysis and strategies are grounded in sound 
research where possible. However, research on 
the employment of people with disabilities in 
small businesses is limited, so some of the guid-
ance offered here is based on research in larger 
companies and the best practices of small busi-
nesses that have been successful at recruiting, 
retaining, developing, and advancing employees 
with disabilities. 

Because this report addresses each concern in a 
relatively detailed and comprehensive manner, 
its many recommendations may be daunting 
to small businesses with limited time and re-
sources. “Most of the country’s small businesses 
have fewer than 20 employees.”2 This presents a 
number of challenges unique to small business. 
In particular, small businesses often lack suffi-
cient human resource planning and policy man-
agement, the capacity to engage in recruitment 
and outreach (even when “scaling up” for new 
business), and sufficient staff to conduct new 
employee training.3 To provide an implementa-
tion pathway for businesses with resource and 
time constraints, each section of this report ends 
with a series of recommended actions titled “The 

Bottom Line for Small Businesses.” Each action 
in the checklist was selected according to two 
criteria: lower time and cost requirements and 
higher impact on successfully employing people 
with disabilities. A Planning Matrix is provided at 
the end of this report that assists businesses in 
creating their own pathway by selecting those 
“bottom line” actions that make sense for their 
business and adding other actions that will fur-
ther advance successful implementation.

This report takes the perspective of a small busi-
ness leader. Analysis of the research is hard-
nosed, objective, and weighs the pros and cons. 
Only highly valid and reliable research studies 
have been included in the analysis. When re-
search studies disagree, the more conservative 
study was selected (i.e., the one that underplays 
the benefits of hiring people with disabilities). As 
you will see, even from a conservative perspec-
tive, the benefits of employing people with dis-
abilities are significant. 

People with disabilities constitute a great, under-
tapped talent pool. While in a small number of 
cases, employees with disabilities have slightly 
higher employment costs, they are more loyal, 
productive, and punctual; have fewer accidents; 
have higher individual performance; and con-
tribute to higher team performance. People with 
disabilities constitute a market larger than those 
of 75% of the world’s nations and those com-
panies that brand themselves as employers of 
people with disabilities have a significant com-
petitive advantage in attracting the business of 
people with disabilities and that of their families 
and friends. The benefits of employing people 
with disabilities clearly outweigh any additional 
costs.  

Definition and Characteristics of Small 
Business

The Small Business Administration (SBA) offers 
many definitions of a small business, depend-
ing upon the industry in which it competes. In 
manufacturing, for example, a small business is 
defined as a company with a maximum of 500 
to 1500 employees, depending on the products 
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being manufactured; while in the service industry, the SBA 
defines a small business as one having no more than $2.5 
to $21.5 million in revenues, depending upon the services 
being provided. For simplicity, in this report small busi-
ness is defined as a company with 500 or fewer employ-
ees. Because the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) as 
amended, the key federal act governing the employment 
of people with disabilities, does not apply to companies 
with fewer than 15 employees, special consideration is 
given to companies of less than 15.4  The small business 
studies cited in this report define small business in a variety 
of ways. Where possible, when citing these studies, the 
definition of small business used in the study is included. 

Governing Laws and Regulations

A range of federal laws prohibit employment discrimina-
tion against people with disabilities by private businesses:

 •  Title I of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
prohibits employers with 15 or more employees 
from engaging in employment discrimination to-
wards qualified individuals with disabilities. 

 •  Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act prohibits 
discrimination by federal contractors and subcon-
tractors and requires them to employ and promote 
the advancement of qualified individuals with dis-
abilities.

 •  The Vietnam Era Veterans Readjustment Assistance 
Act (VEVRAA) requires certain federal contractors 
to engage in affirmative action in the employment 
and advancement of qualified veterans with dis-
abilities. 

 •  Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act prohibits dis-
crimination against qualified individuals with dis-
abilities in any programs and activities that receive 
federal financial assistance. 

 •  Section 188 of the Workforce Investment Act of 
1998 (WIA) prohibits discrimination against quali-
fied individuals with disabilities in any WIA Title I 
financially assisted program or activity.

A multitude of resources are available to assist businesses 
to meet the requirements of these laws. The Department 
of Labor (DOL) offers a number of resources aimed at as-
sisting employers in the navigation of federal employment 
laws and regulations. For instance, the DOL’s eLaws Ad-
visors provide technical assistance for employers on the 

interpretation of federal laws and regulations, including 
a general Disability Non-discrimination Law Advisor. The 
Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) 
provides a small business guide for federal contractors and 
subcontractors on equal employment opportunity require-
ments. And, the ADA National Network provides free in-
formation, guidance, and training on the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA), including a Small Business Primer 
and an Employer Resources FAQ. A considerable number 
of additional resources are provided throughout this report.

Definition of Disability

Many definitions exist for disability. For most small busi-
nesses, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and its 
amendments are the most relevant since most organiza-
tions are governed by its provisions. The ADA defines dis-
ability as:

 1.  A physical or mental impairment that substantially 
limits one or more major life activities.

 2.   A record of such an impairment.

 3. Being regarded as having such an impairment.

Examples of impairments and major life activities that are 
covered by the ADA are listed in Appendix A, including 
activities such as breathing, lifting, walking, hearing, and 
seeing.

Estimates of the percentage of the U.S. population that 
has a disability range from around 10 percent to over 20 
percent. According to Cornell University’s Disability Sta-
tistics database, approximately 10.5 percent of the U.S. 
non-institutionalized, working age population (21-64) has 
a disability.5  In February 2014, only 3.3 percent of those 
working were people with disabilities.6

Determining the Concerns of Small Businesses

To identify the concerns that small businesses face in em-
ploying people with disabilities, a number of approaches 
were used. The Conference Board consulted with its mem-
ber companies through a survey, other surveys on people 
with disabilities were reviewed, and the literature on small 
business concerns was considered.7 While virtually every-
thing about employment, including recruiting, hiring, on-
boarding, evaluating, developing, and advancing people 
with disabilities, is of interest to businesses of any size, five 
issues emerged that are of particular concern to small busi-
nesses:

http://www.dol.gov/elaws/
http://www.dol.gov/elaws/odep.htm
http://www.dol.gov/ofccp/regs/compliance/pdf/SBGuide.pdf
http://adata.org/
http://www.ada.gov/regs2010/smallbusiness/smallbusprimer2010.htm
http://adata.org/faq-page/10
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 1.  Establishing top management  
commitment

 2.  Finding qualified employees with  
disabilities 

 3.  Retaining employees with disabilities and 
creating workplaces where they excel

 4.  Costs of employing people with  
disabilities, including apprehension  
about litigation

 5.  Growing the business

The next section of this report examines these 
five concerns and offers action strategies to ad-
dress them.

Establishing Top Management  
Commitment
Numerous studies cite the importance of top 
management commitment as a critical variable in 
successfully recruiting, hiring, retaining, develop-
ing, and advancing employees with disabilities.8

In one study of over 1,200 human resource man-
agers, “visible top management commitment” 
was regarded as the most effective strategy for 
lowering barriers to the employment and ad-
vancement of people with disabilities.9 

  

Gaining Commitment

The actual mechanism that causes top managers 
to commit to diversity is not well understood. Of 
twenty-one companies of 500 or fewer employ-
ees contacted by The Conference Board, the top 
reasons given for committing to diversity were 
“to attract the best talent” and “to do the right 
thing.”10 For the eight companies with less than 
15 employees that The Conference Board con-
tacted, the top reasons were “to attract the best 
talent” (50 percent) with “to do the right thing” 
and “to improve the image of my organization” 
tying for second at 37.5 percent.11  Of all the 
companies, none selected “to obtain financial in-
centives” and 19.1 percent selected “to increase 
market share and revenue growth.”12 These re-
sults suggest that small businesses largely do not 
commit to employing people with disabilities for 
purely financial reasons. Although important, fi-

nancial arguments are unlikely to be the major 
driver of top management commitment. The 
quest to find and keep top talent and a personal 
commitment to employing people with disabili-
ties are more likely to drive top management 
commitment.

The top leadership of the organization must 
somehow be enlisted, if your diversity effort is 
ultimately going to be successful. Employees, 
middle managers, and supervisors look to top 
management to define organizational priorities. 
Top leaders can be enlisted in four ways.13 The 
first of these and several of the other specific rec-
ommendations apply only to organizations that 
already employ people with disabilities. Other 
recommendations apply to those who are new 
to employing people with disabilities.

Create a burning platform

 •  Field a diversity survey to employees or 
add diversity questions to an existing em-
ployee survey and/or conduct interviews 
of top leaders and focus groups with 
employees 

 Present the results of data gathering and 
analysis to top management in a working 
session, the purpose of which is to facili-
tate their understanding of the current 
state of the employment of people with 
disabilities in their organization, embrace 
the conclusions of data gathering, and 
establish a plan of action for the next 
year or two; quotes from focus groups, 
interviews and success stories are particu-
larly important for capturing the emotion 
that people with disabilities often feel 
and the unique journeys they experience 
in the company

 • 

Experience being a person with a  
disability

 • Hear employee stories

 •  Volunteer for an organization that serves 
people with disabilities
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 •  Participate in a workshop that provides an experi-
ence of disability such as Experiencing Disabilities 
Firsthand Workshop by Barrier Awareness of Dela-
ware County, PA14 

 •  Establish or incorporate internship programs for 
students and recent graduates

Make commitments

 •  Establish organizational objectives/plans for the 
employment of people with disabilities with ac-
countability for implementation and, if possible, be 
sure to include employees with disabilities in the 
planning process

 •  Write a policy statement on employing people with 
disabilities and place it on the website

 •  Sponsor an employee resource group for people 
with disabilities, caregivers, and allies

 •  Chair a diversity committee or council and espe-
cially a disabilities-oriented subgroup

 •  Apply for an award or participate in establishing 
one

 •  Establish a goal for the proportion of spending 
with businesses that are majority-owned by people 
with disabilities

 •  Identify a set of values that defines diversity in your 
organization or demonstrate how your existing 
values embrace diversity; be sure the values include 
people with disabilities 

Go external

 •  Hear from outside diversity experts and other 
executives who have made a deep and successful 
commitment to employing people with disabilities

 • Make a speech 

 • Write an article

 •  Apply for an award for employing people with 
disabilities to learn the characteristics of high per-
forming organizations and to receive feedback on 
your initiative

 •  Remember to include people with disabilities in 
your external communications

Having the Board of Directors, owners, or the chief execu-
tive direct top managers to be committed is usually not 
sustainable. A diversity initiative should model inclusive-
ness, erring on the side of collaboration versus the use of 
authority. Of course, some top managers in some organi-
zations may need a direct push.15 

Demonstrating Commitment

A key to successfully recruiting, hiring, developing, retain
ing, and advancing people with disabilities is the commit
ment level of middle managers and supervisors who wi
ultimately ensure the success of programs and policies tha
support people with disabilities. When they see that em
ployees with disabilities are a true priority of top manage
ment, they will be strongly inclined to act. As the old sayin
goes, “What interests my boss fascinates me.” 

Most senior managers will reply affirmatively when aske
whether they are committed to hiring people with disabili
ties. The way they demonstrate that commitment is wha
engages middle managers and supervisors and ultimatel
galvanizes the organization into action.

A 2009 report issued by the Society for Human Resourc
Management (SHRM) suggested a number of steps fo
conveying leadership commitment to diversity practice
which have been adapted here for disability initiatives:16 

 •  Actively contribute to the vision, mission, and  
strategy for disability inclusion efforts

 • Adequately fund disability inclusion efforts

 •  Remove barriers to successful implementation of 
disability inclusion efforts

 •  Hold directors, managers, and supervisors  
accountable for disseminating the disability plan  
to all levels of the organization

 •  Communicate the importance of disability  
initiatives to all stakeholders

 • Attend workplace disability activities and events

 •  Sponsor or advocate for disability employee  
network groups

 •  Establish annual priorities for action for disability 
inclusion efforts

-
-
ll 
t 
-
-
g 

d 
-
t 
y 

e 
r 

s, 
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Ultimately, top managers must manage the em-
ployment of people with disabilities strategically 
and passionately. Managing strategically requires 
leaders to demonstrate their commitment by en-
gaging in the development of a business case for 
employing people with disabilities and creating 
a simple strategy or plan and then communicat-
ing these throughout the organization at every 
opportunity. A business case may contain irrefut-
able, evidence-based rationale, but it will only 
become real when it is embraced by top leaders. 
This often requires anecdotes, drawn from orga-
nizational history, that bring the business case 
home. A strategy, in addition to considering top 
management commitment, should have objec-
tives and consider an implementation infrastruc-
ture, success measures, communications, work 
climate, and programs and policies.

Implementation infrastructure considers what 
structural elements are needed to support the 
employees with disabilities initiative, including 
the assignment of a top level manager to lead 
the initiative and expected time commitment of 
that manager, the creation of a diversity or dis-
abilities council, and the establishment of an af-
finity or employee resource group for employees 
with disabilities, caregivers, and interested col-
leagues.

Success measures are typically selected from five 
elements: accountability, work climate, represen-
tation, talent development, and vendor diversity. 
Accountability involves assigning responsibility 
and then measuring whether objectives have 
been achieved. 

Work climate, how employees behave toward 
each other, addresses some or all of the follow-
ing elements: psychological safety (employees 
are free from harassment and abuse, discrimi-
nation, and intolerance and free to speak their 
minds), differences are valued, inclusion (peo-
ple with disabilities are welcomed, supported, 
and their ideas and opinions are heard and taken 
into account and managers are skilled at appro-
priately including employees), and advancement 
through merit (the playing field around employ-
ment decisions is level for all). 

Representation tracks the percentage of em-
ployees with disabilities at each step in the em-
ployment process, which includes recruiting, 
interviewing, hiring, performance evaluation, 
development opportunities, and promotion. At a 
minimum, it tracks the percentage of employees 
with disabilities in the total workforce and in the 
pool for each job opening.  

Talent development measures education and 
training outcomes. Outcomes may simply be the 
number of people trained in a specific period or 
measures can assess whether the training is ap-
plied on the job and its effects on business re-
sults. 

Vendor diversity examines the procurement dol-
lars spent with businesses that are predominant-
ly owned by people with disabilities and may 
also ask vendors to meet certain prescribed stan-
dards. Standards typically include a strategy or 
plan toward employing people with disabilities 
and a diversity statement or business case.

The communications plan contains elements for 
internal communications to employees and ex-
ternal communications to prospective employ-
ees and to company markets, consumers, and 
other stakeholders. The plan establishes goals 
for internal and external communications and 
identifies the audience, message, and medium 
for each goal. Internal communications should 
ideally come from top management and include 
the business case for employing people with 
disabilities, the plan, and the organization’s phi-
losophy and values as they relate to employees 
with disabilities. External communications often 
include recruiting information directed at people 
with disabilities, which should be accessible; in-
formation about the organization’s initiatives for 
employing people with disabilities; and market-
ing that establishes the organization’s brand as 
an employer of people with disabilities.

Work climate includes the four elements men-
tioned above. It is typically measured through an 
employee survey administered annually or bien-
nially.
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Programs and policies often include training and develop-
ment, mentoring, and reviewing employment policies to 
eliminate bias. Training programs typically cover understand-
ing of and etiquette toward people with disabilities, manag-
ing and working across differences, and unconscious bias. 
Mentoring is usually a formal program with careful match-
ing of mentors and protégés and training or clear guidelines, 
especially for mentors. Reviewing employment policies for 
bias involves identifying and reducing or eliminating compo-
nents of employment processes in which bias might operate. 
For example, in performance management, it might include 
tracking performance evaluations to determine whether cer-
tain managers are consistently giving higher or lower scores 
to employees with disabilities.

Top managers must find their own passion. Often, top 
managers are motivated by their own disability or that of a 
family member. Absent personal experience, executives in-
terested in discovering their own motivation would be well 
served to listen carefully to those with disability experience 
in their own organizations or volunteer for an organization 
that engages people with disabilities. Executives should re-
member that employees tend to have an uncanny ability to 
separate true passion from insincerity.

Finding Qualified Employees with 
Disabilities
Finding qualified employees with disabilities is composed 
of two essential elements: 

 •  Ensuring that each step in the job application 
process is accessible and complies with state and 
federal laws and regulations

 •  Identifying and hiring qualified job candidates with 
disabilities

Complying with Federal and State Laws

Not all small businesses are covered by the same laws, no-
tably the ADA, the Rehabilitation Act, particularly section 
503, and the Vietnam Era Veterans’ Readjustment Assis-
tance Act (VEVRAA). Legal requirements vary by size of 
business, revenues, type of business, and jurisdiction. Busi-
nesses should always consult their own legal counsel to de-
termine whether they are covered and what requirements 
they should follow. The Conference Board, in its report 
Leveling the Playing Field: Attracting, Engaging, and Ad-
vancing People with Disabilities,17 provides a very thorough 
discussion of the requirements companies should follow 
throughout each step of the employment life cycle. In gen-
eral, businesses should follow three basic principles to help 
ensure compliance with state and federal laws:

 1.  Make all steps in the recruiting and hiring process 
accessible to people with disabilities, including 
websites, to ensure equal opportunity (e.g., if 
an individual is visually impaired or has a severe 
learning disability, accommodations may need 
to be made in a written employment test).18  For 
guidance on accessibility to technology, including 
websites, telecommunications, and software, see 
the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines and the 
United States Access Board Section 508 Standards.

 2.  Focus on whether the prospective employee’s skills, 
experience, and education match the essential 
functions of the job with or without reasonable 
accommodations (e.g., when hiring a bookkeeper, 
knowledge of double entry bookkeeping is rel-
evant, while the ability to participate in company 
outings typically is not).19 

 3.  Be consistent (e.g., if you require a job skill assess-
ment for one person in a job category, require it 
for everyone).

The Bottom Line for Small Businesses

 •  Develop a simple one or two year plan, as a 
standalone or as part of your diversity plan, for 
attracting, retaining, and advancing people with 
disabilities, including key stakeholders in the pro-
cess, and re-energize that plan as it approaches 
expiration (see Planning Matrix, p. 27)

 •  Articulate the business case for employing 
people with disabilities

 •  Communicate the plan and business case  
frequently and thoroughly, especially to supervi-
sors and middle managers

 •  Write a document that voices the CEO’s philoso-
phy and commitment toward employing people 
with disabilities and place it on the company 
website in a prominent place

 •  Get senior managers involved in a community  
organization that serves people with disabilities 
or in mentoring employees with disabilities

http://www.ada.gov/regs2010/smallbusiness/smallbusprimer2010.htm
http://www.dol.gov/ofccp/regs/compliance/faqs/503_faq.htm
http://www.dol.gov/ofccp/regs/compliance/faqs/VEVRAA_faq.htm
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/publicationdetail.cfm?publicationid=2430
http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag
http://www.access-board.gov/guidelines-and-standards/communications-and-it/about-the-section-508-standards/guide-to-the-section-508-standards
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Recruiting Candidates with Disabilities

Small and large employers often engage in sig-
nificantly different human resource management 
practices, reflecting the size of the organization, 
available budget, and scale of business opera-
tions.20 One key difference in HR management 
for small businesses is that they often “do not 
have staff members dedicated to developing and 
implementing [HR management] policies and 
procedures,” instead delegating such responsi-
bilities as an “addition to an existing employee’s 
duties” or “split between the owner and several 
employees such as an office manager and first-
line managers.”21  Frequently, those tasked with 
HR responsibilities in small businesses lack formal 
training.22 These resource, personnel, and train-
ing deficits can lead to difficulties in talent re-
cruitment and outreach. Studies have found that 
HR shortcomings constitute one of the greatest 
concerns facing small businesses.23 

Limited financial and human capital resources 
thus constitute major issues for small businesses, 
as well as significant challenges in the recruit-
ment and hiring of qualified talent, including 
people with disabilities. A major consideration, 
therefore, involves how such businesses can best 
utilize limited time and resource capabilities to 
maximize outreach. For resource-limited small 
businesses, the best recruiting strategy is to find 
a community partner engaged in serving people 
with disabilities, including the state vocational 
rehabilitation system, local nonprofit programs, 
job placement services for individuals with dis-
abilities, and social service organizations.24 These 
organizations can serve as powerful, low- or no-
cost resources through which employers can post 
jobs, locate new sources of workers, and find an 
array of workplace supports. Some organizations 
can also provide assistance with pre-employment 
skills training and on-site job coaching.

Partners can be found through: 

 •  The Employer Assistance and Resource 
Network (EARN), which includes the 
Workforce Recruitment Program (WRP) 
that “connects federal and private sector 

employers nationwide with highly moti-
vated college students and recent gradu-
ates with disabilities.” 

 •  State Vocational Rehabilitation (VR)
programs25 or The NET, provided by the 
Council of State Administrators of Voca-
tional Rehabilitation, which links callers 
with a single access point to their state 
VR program.

 •  American Job Centers, established by the 
U.S. Department of Labor, Employment 
and Training Administration, in all 50 
states26  

Small businesses employ a number of practices 
to recruit people with disabilities (Chart 1). The 
most popular, employed by two-thirds of small 
businesses (defined as 50-999 in this particular 
study), is employee referrals followed by word-
of-mouth referrals by friends of the business (64 
percent) and online job boards (49 percent).27 

Other promising practices for small companies to 
identify employees with disabilities include:

 •  Place a policy and commitment statement 
from the CEO on the website, making sure 
it is accessible from the Career or Jobs sec-
tion of the site and ensure that the state-
ment highlights the value that employees 
with disabilities bring to the company. If 
possible, provide anecdotes about the 
contributions of people with disabilities to 
business success.

 •  Participate in employment fairs that target 
individuals with disabilities.28

 •  Volunteer to serve on the advisory boards 
of organizations for people with disabili-
ties and participate in their activities and 
events.29

 •  Invite community organization representa-
tives to serve on company advisory boards 
and become more educated about the 
company’s business goals and needs. 

 •  Hire a wounded warrior through the War-
riors to WorkTM program at the Wounded 
Warriors Project®.

http://www.askearn.org/
https://wrp.gov/LoginPre.do?method=login
http://www.rehabnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/NET-Services-to-Business-2013.pdf
https://askjan.org/cgi-win/TypeQuery.exe?902
http://www.careeronestop.org/businesscenter/index.aspx
http://www.woundedwarriorproject.org/programs/warriors-to-work/employer-resources.aspx
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 •  Establish connections with other businesses 
through organizations such as The Conference 
Board, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s Institute 
for a Competitive Workforce, the U.S. Business 
Leadership Network (USBLN), the Society for Hu-
man Resource Management (SHRM), and the local 
Chamber of Commerce.30 

 •  Create linkages to area high school, college, and 
university placement offices and with student 
organizations serving and advocating for students 
with disabilities.

A significant barrier to employment that many people with 
disabilities face is obtaining work skills and experience31 —
they cannot get work until they have experience and they 
can’t get experience until they have work. A way out of 
this Catch-22 is to offer internships, co-ops, or other work 
experience opportunities to students and potential job can-
didates with disabilities, something that less than a fifth 
of the 21 small (under-500) businesses contacted by The 
Conference Board are currently doing. This has the added 
benefit of allowing a business to assess the individual as a 
prospective employee and for employees to gain sensitiv-
ity to, understanding of, and comfort with colleagues with 
disabilities.

Source: Harris Interactive, Survey of Employment of Americans with Disabilities, Kessler Foundation/National Organiza-
tion on Disability, October 2010.

The Bottom Line for Small Businesses

 •  Make all steps in the application process acces-
sible; focus on the match between the skills, 
experience, and education of the applicant and 
the essential functions of the job; and treat all 
applicants equally.

 • Find community partners.

 •  Offer internships to people with disabilities and 
ensure that current internship programs include 
people with disabilities.

Retaining Employees with  
Disabilities and Creating Workplaces 
Where they Excel
The costs of employee turnover are significant for small 
businesses with the cost of replacing an employee cluster-
ing around 20 percent of salary.32  Another study shows 
even higher average costs with the total cost of one turn-
over incident ranging from 93 to 200 percent of the em-
ployee’s wage, depending on the employee’s skill and level 
of job responsibility.33 Given the potentially high costs of 



13   |     Employer Assistance Resource Network  (EARN)

turnover, it is of note that people with disabilities 
tend to have lower turnover rates than employ-
ees without disabilities.

In a 2010 survey by the Kessler Foundation and 
the National Organization on Disability, 33 per-
cent of HR managers and senior executives indi-
cated that employees with disabilities had lower 
rates of turnover, while 7 percent said they had 
higher rates.34 Another survey from 2007 found 
that employees with disabilities stay on the job 
an average of 4.26 months longer than em-
ployees without disabilities.35 An analysis of four 
Walgreens’ distribution centers found that the 
turnover rate for employees with disabilities was 
48 percent lower than for the “remaining popu-
lation” of employees.36  Companies employ a va-
riety of strategies to address retention (Table 1).37 

The challenge of retention is not only keeping the 
employee, but ensuring that they excel and are 
at their most productive and effective. In many 
ways, providing supports for employees with dis-
abilities has a multiplier effect on the morale and 
engagement of all employees.  By improving the 
workplace for employees with disabilities, the 
workplace is improved for all. Managing five key 
elements substantially benefits employees with 

disabilities, as well as their colleagues: on-board-
ing, reasonable accommodations, work climate, 
employee resource groups, and mentoring. For 
additional resources on creating environments 
in which people with disabilities not only suc-
ceed but thrive, see the Office of Disability Em-
ployment Policy (ODEP) website for employers. 
Another great resource on creating workplaces 
where employees stay and thrive is the U.S. 
Business Leadership Networks’ 2013 Leading 
Practices on Disability Inclusion, which exam-
ines practices, many of which are accessible to 
small businesses, at such leading companies as 
EY (formerly Ernst & Young), IBM, Merck, and 
Starbucks.

Table 1

Percentage of Companies That Use Various Retention Strategies  
for Employing People with Disabilities

Strategy 5-14 Employees 15-249  
Employees

Visible top management commitment

Employer tax credits and incentives

Mentoring

Flexible work schedule

Assistive technology

Disability awareness training

On-site consultation or technical assistance

Training existing staff

Short-term on the job assistance with job coach

Disability targeted internship program

73.1% 72.2%

81.1% 73.1%

69.7% 67.0%

68.5% 69.2%

66.8% 64.8%

63.3% 66.7%

62.6% 63.4%

64.4% 63.1%

59.0% 60.4%

57.3% 53.8%

Source: Source; 2008 Survey of Employer Perspectives on the Employment of People with Disabilities, U.S. Department 
of Labor, Office of Disability Employment Policy, n=1,148.

On-boarding

Almost 90 percent of managers in a 2008 study 
by the Aberdeen Group, three-quarters of whom 
came from the human capital function, said they 
believed that new hires make the “decision 
about whether or not to stay at the company 
within the first six months on the job.”38 The pe-
riod of time between the offer letter and the first 
few months on the job is critical for ensuring the 
engagement, retention, and productivity of new 
employees.39  On-boarding should begin with 

http://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/Employers.htm
http://www.usbln.org/leading_practices_on_disability_inclusion_2013.html
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preparations pre-arrival and, ideally, proceed through the 
first six months, or at least the first month, of employment.

While over 90 percent of organizations in the Aberdeen 
Group study introduced employees to the company, en-
rolled them in the payroll process and benefit programs, 
set up required office equipment, and oriented them to 
their jobs, far fewer focused on the critical element of in-
culcating new employees in the culture and values of the 
organization.40 Best practice companies in the study differ-
entiated themselves from talent competitors by focusing 
on socialization into the company culture, offering new 
hire training programs, and assigning a mentor or coach 
to new hires.41 

Another useful strategy for easing the transition into work 
is a short-term job coach to assist the employee in prepar-
ing for and executing their job responsibilities. Job coaches 
are often available at no or low cost through state voca-
tional rehabilitation (VR) agencies.

Reasonable Accommodations

An accommodation is defined as “[A]ny change in the 
work environment or in the way things are customarily 
done that enables an individual with a disability to enjoy 
equal employment opportunities.”42  In effect, accommo-
dations are productivity enhancements.

Accommodations are not only for people with disabilities. 
Companies provide accommodations to many employees 
to enhance productivity. For instance, the corporate jet pro-
vided to the CEO of a large company is an accommodation. 
The CEO would argue that the corporate jet is not a perk, 
but is advantageous to the business by saving valuable 
time, lowering the costs of security, and making the leader 
more accessible, all improving her or his productivity and 
effectiveness. Or consider the keyboard and larger screen 
that are provided to many employees with company-issued 
(another accommodation) laptops. Such accommodations 
presumably make employees more productive.

While accommodations for people with disabilities are 
most commonly associated with physical or technical ad-
justments in the workplace to ensure their accessibility, 
they can also entail changes to organizational policies and 
procedures that prevent employees with disabilities from 
working to their full capacity43 or the reduction of physical 
and social barriers so that people with disabilities experi-
ence equal opportunity.44 Reasonable accommodations 

tend to vary widely, depending on the type of disability 
and the particular requirements of the job.45 An excellent 
resource on reasonable accommodations is the Job Ac-
commodation Network (JAN). JAN’s consultants offer free, 
one-on-one guidance on workplace accommodations and 
on the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and related 
legislation. Assistance is available both over the phone and 
online. Unfortunately, only about 6 percent of small busi-
nesses are familiar with JAN.46 

Employees with disabilities who qualify for a reasonable ac-
commodation may often hesitate to request it.47  Variables 
that influence the likelihood that an employee will request 
an accommodation include the requestor’s:48 

 •  Awareness of his or her right to make an  
accommodation request

 • Knowledge of the channel for making the request

 •  “Assessment of the extent to which an accommoda-
tion would be helpful in accomplishing work tasks 
and in pursuing equal employment opportunity” 

 •  Willingness to disclose an invisible disability, includ-
ing whether the employee believes the request will 
harm her or his image

 • Perception of the fairness of the request

 •  Belief about the likelihood of actual compliance 
with the request

 • Sense of what others think he or she should do

 •  Belief about the degree to which the culture of the 
organization “supports and values the integration 
of people with disabilities”

 •  Understanding of “the extent to which an accom-
modation is extensive in terms of money, time, and 
inconvenience” 

 •  Ability to have controlled the onset of the disability 
(the greater the perception of control, such as with 
a motorcycle accident, the less likely the requestor 
will be to make the request)

Successful job accommodation is a team effort that is de-
pendent on the active involvement of the individual with 
the disability and the supervisor.49 The employee with the 
disability, who is the most knowledgeable about her or his 
own capabilities, should be at the center of this process. 
While this may seem obvious, supervisors sometimes ne-
glect to consult the worker involved. 

https://askjan.org/cgi-win/TypeQuery.exe?902
http://askjan.org/
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Internal sources of expertise can often be of great 
assistance in designing reasonable accommoda-
tions. For instance, human resource representa-
tives may be able to assist with job restructur-
ing, facilities managers may be able to help with 
changes to the physical environment, coworkers 
may have suggestions for completing tasks dif-
ferently, and technical staff may be able to devise 
useful tools.50 

A reasonable accommodation should meet the 
following criteria:51 

Effectiveness: It resolves the problem and al-
lows the person with the disability to carry out 
the job successfully.

Transparency: It has either no effect on other 
employees and customers or improves the work-
place for everyone.

Timeliness: It can be implemented in a reason-
able amount of time.

Durability: It is useful and flexible enough to 
last the tenure of the employee’s service and can 
be easily modified and updated as conditions or 
job requirements change.

Flexible work arrangements

One form of reasonable accommodation, which 
many companies already provide for all em-
ployees, is flexible work arrangements. Flexible 
work arrangements tend to cost very little after 
up-front costs, which are typically the develop-
ment of guidelines, policies, and training and 
the managerial time needed to consider flexible 
work requests and participate in training. In ad-
dition to an increased ability to attract and retain 
critical talent, a 2011 report by WFD Consult-
ing indicated that “individuals who have even a 
small measure of flexibility in when and where 
work gets done have significantly greater job sat-
isfaction, stronger commitment to the job, and 
higher levels of engagement with the company, 
as well as significantly lower levels of stress.”52  

Flexible work options include: 

 •  Flextime: Schedules that permit employ-
ees to choose their starting and ending 
times within limits established by man-
agement.

 •  Compressed workweek: A standard 
workweek compressed into fewer than 
five days. The most common are four 10-
hour days and working nine-hour days 
for nine days with one free day over a 
two week period.

 •  Telework/Remote work: This option in-
cludes arrangements to work from home, 
from an alternative office location, from 
a client site, or while away on travel.

 •  Part-time: For those who choose to 
work less than 40 hours a week; benefits 
are usually prorated.

 •  Job sharing: Two people voluntarily 
share the responsibilities of one job with 
benefits and salaries typically prorated.

 •  Job carving: An existing job description 
is modified so that it contains one or 
more, but not all, of the tasks from the 
original job description. 

 •  Phased retirement: Providing older em-
ployees with the ability to cut work hours 
as they move toward retirement (e.g., cut 
back to three days a week for the three 
years just before formal retirement).

Most small businesses already avail themselves of 
flexible work arrangements, although not to the 
degree of all businesses (Chart 2).53 Employees 
with disabilities use flexible work arrangements 
at the same rate as employees without disabili-
ties.54  The Office of Disability Employment Policy 
in the U.S. Department of Labor offers a num-
ber of flexible work arrangement resources, in-
cluding the comprehensive Workplace Flexibility 
Toolkit.

http://www.dol.gov/odep/categories/workforce/fwas.htm
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Source: Harris Interactive, Survey of Employment of Americans with Disabilities, Kessler Foundation/National  
Organization on Disability, October 2010.

Universal design

An area of great potential, both to the employment of 
people with disabilities and to productivity improvements, 
is universal design. The practice of universal design focuses 
on designing products and production processes “to be us-
able by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without 
the need for adaptation or specialized design.”55 Products 
and production processes are designed to work for the 
widest practical range of individual differences. Universal 
design conceives of individual differences as a continuum 
of required ability rather than a dichotomy between peo-
ple with disabilities and “able-bodied” people. Since all 
human abilities are distributed over a continuum, this ap-
proach, assuming it does not sacrifice productivity, safety, 
or quality, is preferable. Although there is some evidence 
that universal design may yield superior results in all these 
areas, more research is needed. 

Work Climate Management

For all employees, inclusive of workers with disabilities, 
the routine treatment they receive in the workplace may 

be one of the greatest determinants of the quality of their 
work life.56 The attitudes and behaviors of colleagues and 
especially supervisors can have a profound impact on em-
ployees’ ability to succeed and advance and on their will-
ingness to disclose their disability. “Employees,” the old 
saying goes, “do not leave companies, they leave bosses.” 
Unfavorable attitudes toward employees with disabilities 
are among the greatest employment barriers to their suc-
cess.57

Attitudinal barriers 

Employees with disabilities face numerous biases about
their competence, productivity, and social skills. These bias-
es are often exacerbated by feelings of fear and discomfort 
from colleagues who have had limited, if any, interaction 
with people with disabilities. While these attitudes may be 
unfounded, they nevertheless can result in a reticence to 
hire employees with disabilities, as well as the marginaliza-
tion of those who do make it into the workplace or be-
come disabled while on the job. 
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Overcoming attitudinal barriers

There are a number of practices companies have 
employed to improve the climate for employees 
with disabilities:

Assess organizational climate for people 
with disabilities: In order to better address the 
barriers facing employees with disabilities and 
determine appropriate interventions, companies 
should use surveys, interviews, focus groups, and 
other tools to gauge and compare the attitudes 
and experiences of workers with and without 
disabilities.58

Foster formal and informal opportunities 
for interaction: Increased contact between in-
dividuals with and without disabilities can reduce 
stereotypes and the discomfort felt by those 
without disabilities. By actively promoting both 
formal (e.g., job assignments) and informal op-
portunities (e.g., social activities that support in-
teraction between employees with and without 
disabilities), organizations can foster improved 
relations and a more supportive and inclusive 
work climate.59  Greater contact with people 
with disabilities, especially those in higher-sta-
tus positions, helps dispel negative stereotypes 
among nondisabled workers.60

Volunteering in the community: Interacting 
with people with disabilities outside the work-
place through volunteer efforts can temper bi-
ases held by employees without disabilities.61 It 
can also provide the organization with an oppor-
tunity to forge important connections with the 
disability community. Serving on the boards of 
organizations that serve people with disabilities 
provides networking opportunities to identify job 
candidates with disabilities.

Training: Providing education and training on dis-
abilities to the workforce can help foster a more 
supportive and welcoming environment for em-
ployees with disabilities. Training should extend 
to all levels of the organization, including human 
resources personnel, front-line supervisors, senior 
management, workers, and recruiters. Currently, 
training is typically offered to only one or a few 

of these groups in most organizations, and, even 
then, most training is completed on a voluntary 
basis. Companies may need to make training 
mandatory for it to be most effective.62

Disability-related training programs

Below are three of the most widely offered train-
ing programs used to educate employees about 
the rights, needs, and contributions of employ-
ees with disabilities. 

Strategic awareness: This program, which 
has an educational focus and is typically offered 
to the senior management team and, if one ex-
ists, the diversity council, includes:

 •  The business case for employing people 
with disabilities

 •  Analysis and feedback on any relevant 
internal data on the current state of 
employees with disabilities from person-
nel records, interviews, focus groups, and 
employee surveys.

 •  The elements of diversity or disabilities 
strategy and best disabilities practices of 
high performing small businesses.

 •  The roles and responsibilities of senior 
management, including internal and ex-
ternal communications, resourcing, and 
the time commitment required.

Disability legislation and nondiscrimina-
tion: Offered to managers, supervisors, and HR 
staff, typically includes:

 •  A discussion of relevant employment leg-
islation and civil rights laws (e.g., ADA, 
Architectural Barriers Act, Rehabilitation 
Act).

 •  A description of the relationship of the 
ADA to other state and federal employ-
ment and nondiscrimination laws, such 
as the Family and Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA).

 •  Information on the confidentiality re-
quirements of medical information.

 • Definitions of essential job functions.



www.AskEARN.org 855-Ask-EARN (855-275-3276) |    18

 •  The elements of nondiscriminatory recruitment, 
interviewing, and hiring practices. 

 •  The accommodation process, including negotiation 
and conflict management.

 •  Career equity and promotional considerations for 
persons with disabilities.

 •  How to conduct equitable and nondiscriminatory 
performance appraisals and terminations.

Disability awareness and etiquette:63 Eleven percent 
of small businesses, compared to 18 percent of all busi-
nesses, offer awareness and etiquette training.64 This train-
ing, which is typically offered to all employees, covers:

 •  How conscious and unconscious biases influence 
behavior.

 •  How to dispel stereotypes about people with dis-
abilities and replace those mistaken notions with 
more accurate information.

 •  Information about the diversity among people with 
disabilities and of the experiences of individuals 
with those disabilities. 

 •  The strengths and contributions of employees with 
disabilities to the organization.

 •  Etiquette in interacting and working with people 
with disabilities.

 •  Information on specific disabilities, such as post-
traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injuries, 
and depression.

Employee Resource Groups

Employee resource groups (ERGs) for people with disabili-
ties and their allies, also called affinity groups and employ-
ee networks, have multiple purposes, including business 
development; testing and review of products, services, 
policies, and processes; professional development and 
mentoring; cultural awareness; issue identification; com-
munity outreach; recruiting; on-boarding; and mutual sup-
port and socialization. Yet, despite the positive results that 
an ERG can achieve, a 2010 survey found only “12 per-
cent of employed people with disabilities report that their 
organization offers a disability-focused ERG”65 and less 
than 10 percent of small (under-500) businesses contacted 
by The Conference Board made use of ERGs.66 To make 
ERGs successful, the first step is to ensure that the pur-
pose is well-defined. Other elements of success include top 

management sponsorship, collaboration with other ERGs, 
recruiting and retaining, communications, and measure-
ment. AskEARN.org provides a comprehensive toolkit on 
starting up and implementing ERGs. Ultimately, the success 
of any ERG for people with disabilities depends on the will-
ingness of employees to disclose their disabilities. This can 
be mitigated by inviting all employees who have an interest 
to join the ERG.

Well-defined purpose: With no defined purpose, ERGs 
tend to gravitate toward an advocacy role. While using an 
ERG to capture the concerns of people with disabilities is 
vital, it should not be the only purpose. The mission of an 
ERG should evolve to stay in tune with changing business 
needs, employee demographics, and the needs of ERG 
members. 

Top management sponsorship: Sponsorship is a two-
way street. Top leaders, who need not be constituency 
members, lend their status, network, and ability to garner 
resources to the ERG and connect the constituency’s grass-
roots voices to the top, while raising their own personal 
awareness of the constituency’s concerns and gaining a 
better under-standing of how the work of the ERG ties to 
the business goals of the organization.67

Collaboration: By working together, ERGs can share 
leading practices and resources, create a common voice for 
diversity and inclusion, provide networking opportunities 
for constituency members, and increase mutual under-
standing of the concerns faced by different constituency 
groups. At BT, the British telecommunications giant, the 
10 employee networks consult with all the other networks 
when they are considering an event. “An automatic invita-
tion also goes out to the other network chairs, asking them 
to encourage their members to participate.” 

Recruiting and retention of members: This is a con-
stant concern of ERGs as it is for most volunteer organiza-
tions. Factors that attract and engage members include the 
recognition that members have “day jobs” when asking 
them to assume responsibilities; demonstrated care in fit-
ting members to roles, especially leadership roles; and an 
understanding of the interests of members, especially their 
career interests. Membership in an ERG should offer access 
to opportunities for training, leadership development, and 
assignments that will help advance members’ careers.

http://askearn.org/refdesk/Inclusive_Workplaces/Employee_Resource_Groups/Private_ERGs
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Inclusion: The ERG should be a vehicle for en-
suring that the voices of constituents are heard 
at the top, as well as a vehicle for providing the 
mutual support and confidence-building that 
will enable members to make their own voices 
heard. Maintaining a focus group or series of fo-
cus groups, made up of constituency members, 
is an excellent way to keep the ERG relevant. By 
summarizing focus group input for the executive 
sponsor and other senior leaders, constituents’ 
points of view are placed in front of leadership.

Communication: As discussed earlier in this re-
port, communication efforts should be focused 
internally (to keep employees informed about 
the activities of the ERG, convey resources, and 
promote membership) and externally (to estab-
lish the organization’s talent brand). ERGs should 
work with an organization’s communications or 
public information group, if there is one, or se-
nior leaders.

Measurement: Ultimately, measurement sho-
uld focus on the objectives and targets of the 
ERG. For example, an activity of the ERG to ed-
ucate the broader workforce about etiquette 
toward people with disabilities might have a 
target for the number of people to be trained 
during a particular time period with a measure 
of actually trained versus target to be trained 
for that time period, as well as a short evalua-
tion by those who participated.

Mentoring

Mentors can provide support, counsel, and con-
structive examples for employees with disabilities 
as they acclimate to the work environment and 
their job responsibilities, as well as throughout 
their career life cycles.68 A 2010 study reported 
that almost one-fifth (18 percent) “of employed 
people with disabilities are matched with a men-
tor at work, slightly over 14 percent for the 21 
small (fewer than 500) companies consulted by 
The Conference Board.70 Seventy-two percent of 
“employees with disabilities who have mentors 
agree[d] that [their mentors] play an important 
role” in their success at work.71

In addition to traditional mentoring between a 
more senior mentor and a more junior mentee 
or protégé, many other forms of mentoring have 
proven effective for people with and without dis-
abilities.72 

Peer mentoring: A mentor close in age, rank, 
and experience to the mentee provides support 
and guidance in an informal way, or an employee 
with a disability provides mentorship, usually to 
someone with a similar disability. Peer mentoring 
can also be done in groups, typically as leader-
ship development around a series of topics, such 
as: career self-management, influence skills, and 
effective communication skills.

Group mentoring: A mentor, often a more se-
nior leader, works with a group of mentees with 
common interests and needs. Group mentoring is 
also typically organized around a series of topics.

Virtual Mentoring: A mentor advises a men-
tee through e-mail or other online media.

Successful traditional mentoring programs in-
clude:73 

 • Prescreening of mentors 

 •  Carefully matching mentors and protégés 
to ensure compatibility, optimal career 
development, and mutual learning and 
benefit

 •  Regularly monitoring the effectiveness of 
mentoring matches

 •  Providing training for mentors, both be-
fore a match and during the mentoring 
process

 •  Focusing on the needs and interests of 
the mentee, not the expectations of 
mentors

 •  Ensuring that accountability is built into 
the mentoring relationship 

 •  Engagement over an extended period; 
typically, the longer the mentoring rela-
tionship continues, the more positive the 
outcome
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Mentoring can be mutually beneficial. In addition to the 
benefits provided to mentees, mentors can experience in-
creased self-esteem, a sense of accomplishment, increased 
patience, and improved supervisory skills.74 They also might 
learn something about employees with disabilities. This “re-
verse mentoring” can be a separate program. More gen-
erally, employers gain other advantages from mentoring, 
which can serve as a method for promoting professional 
development, an effective retention tool, and a source of 
improved supervisory skills, work habits, productivity, and 
job satisfaction among employees.75 For information on 
mentoring in the workplace for young employees visit the 
National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability men-
toring resource page. For a comprehensive guide to men-
toring in private business, see the Workplace Mentoring 
Primer from AskEARN.org.

Costs of Employing People with  
Disabilities
Costs should ultimately be weighed against benefits to de-
termine whether the investment of time and resources pro-
vides an adequate return for a small business. To put costs 
in context, this section starts with the operational benefits 
of employing people with disabilities. The next section, 

Growing the Business, looks at the direct business develop-
ment benefits of employing people with disabilities. 

Benefits of Employing People with Disabilities

Accommodations

In follow up interviews conducted in 2004-2006 with 
1,182 employers and interviews with 807 employers in 
2008-2013, who had contacted the Job Accommodation 
Network for assistance with accommodations, the employ-
ers reported a number of direct and indirect benefits of 
accommodations, including increased employee retention, 
productivity, and attendance and savings on training and 
workers’ compensation (Table 2).76  The net estimated eco-
nomic benefit (benefits minus direct cost) in the first year 
of providing an accommodation was $11,335.77

Turnover and retention

In a 2010 survey by the Kessler Foundation and the Na-
tional Organization on Disability, 33 percent of HR man-
agers and senior executives indicated that employees with 
disabilities had lower rates of turnover, while 7 percent said 
they had higher rates.78 Another survey from 2007 found 
that employees with disabilities stay on the job an average 
of 4.26 months longer than employees without disabili-
ties.79“ Thirty case studies taken from the 11 most relevant 
research papers on the costs of employee turnover demon-
strate that it costs businesses about one-fifth of a worker’s 
salary to replace that worker.”80 

Work performance

In a 2002 survey of supervisors with experience manag-
ing people with disabilities, respondents “indicated that 
the work performance of employees with disabilities was 
equal to or better than coworkers on almost all of the mea-
sures of work performance.”81  In particular, the 255 su-
pervisors said that, on average, employees with disabilities 
performed better than their coworkers in terms of punctu-
ality, attendance, work quality, task consistency, and overall 
proficiency. In another study, Walgreens management ana-
lyzed productivity rates in 18 distribution center locations 
and found that the differences between the productivity 
of employees with and without disabilities were negligible. 
“[I]n three locations, employees without a disability were 
more productive, and in ten locations, employees with a 
disability were more productive.82  In a study from 2000, 
of the 248 managers with experience supervising a worker 

The Bottom Line for Small Businesses

 •  Assign mentors to newly hired employees with 
disabilities prior to their arriving on the job and 
to those employees with disabilities already on 
the job.

 •  Provide reasonable accommodations even if 
your business is too small to be covered by law 
(they don’t cost much and they’ll build a lot 
of goodwill and potentially provide access to 
customers and clients).

 •  Offer at least a half-day of disability awareness 
and etiquette training. An additional benefit is 
that it will help attract and satisfy clients and 
customers with disabilities.

 •  Establish a focus group of employees with 
disabilities to be convened quarterly or at least 
biannually to understand how they are experi-
encing your workplace, their unmet needs, and 
how the workplace can be improved.

http://www.ncwd-youth.info/topic/mentoring
http://www.askearn.org/pwm.cfm
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with a disability who were asked how likely they 
were to recommend hiring workers with dis-
abilities, 100 percent answered “likely” to “very 
likely.”83 

According to a study from 2007, which exam-
ined 314 employees (95 with disabilities and 
219 without disabilities), people with disabilities 
require a relatively minor amount of additional 
supervision compared to people without disabili-
ties.84 This study also revealed that people with 
disabilities had 1.13 more unscheduled absences 
over the previous six months, but had 1.24 fewer 
scheduled absences.85

In a 2005 survey of 803 adults who received ser-
vices from people with disabilities, 98 percent 
were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with the ser-
vices they received.86 Thirty-five percent of HR 
managers and senior executives in a 2010 study 
judged employees with disabilities to be “more 
dedicated,” while only 2 percent judged them to 
be “less dedicated.”87 

Table 2 
Percentage of Respondents Citing the Following Benefits of  

Accommodations for Employees with Disabilities

Direct Benefits

Retained a valued employee 90%

Increased the employee's productivity 71%

Eliminated costs associated with training a new employee 61%

Increased the employee's attendance 54%

Increased diversity in the company 41%

Saved workers’ compensation or other  
39%

insurance costs

Hired a qualified person with a disability 13%

Promoted an employee 9%

Indirect Benefits

Improved interactions with co-workers 64%

Increased overall company morale 60%

Increased overall company productivity 56%

Improved interactions with customers 44%

Increased workplace safety 44%

Increased overall company attendance 38%

Increased profitability 30%

Increased customer base 17%

Increased profitability 24%

Source: Beth Loy and Linda Carter Batiste, “Universal Design and Assistive Technology as Workplace Accommodations,” 
Job Accommodation Network, Office of Disability Employment Policy, U.S. Department of Labor, p. 11, accessed Au-
gust 28, 2012 (askjan.org/research/JANUDATWhitePaper.doc).

Safety

In studies in 1981 and 1990, DuPont found that 
over 95 percent of workers with such disabili-
ties as amputations, epilepsy, hearing disorders, 
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mental impairments, vision impairments, and paralysis 
were rated “average” or “above average” on safety.88 A 
particular safety challenge is accidents of lift-truck drivers. 
At four of Walgreens distribution center sites, the 110 driv-
ers with disabilities had 34 percent fewer safety incidents 
than the remaining driving population.89

Work group performance

Do work groups that include people with disabilities un-
derperform, outperform, or perform equal to groups that 
do not contain people with disabilities? No substantive re-
search that examines the relationship between the inclu-
sion of people with disabilities on a team and the perfor-
mance of that team was identified in the course of this 
investigation. This section looks at the relationship between 
the diversity of the team in general and team performance 
and then examines whether the aspects of diversity that 
enhance performance are true for people with disabilities.

The relationship between diversity and group performance 
has historically been a mixed bag, with some studies re-
porting higher group performance and others reporting 
lower performance.90 The major factor in lower group per-
formance is that demographic diversity has been shown 
to increase conflict, reduce cohesion, complicate internal 
communications, and hamper coordination within the 
team.91 These negative team factors have been shown to 
be highly and easily addressable. The negative team fac-
tors decline over time as group members overcome differ-
ences and take advantage of diverse knowledge, values, 
and experience,92 and they are substantially less likely in 
groups with high levels of training in career development 
and diversity management.93 The positive effects of diverse 
groups are not automatic and require time and effective 
management.

In a study from 2009, the effects of diversity on group per-
formance were similarly mixed. In a large scale analysis of 
108 empirical studies, covering 10,632 teams, a significant 
positive relationship was found between cultural diversity 
and creativity, but the authors also found that cultural di-
versity led to conflicts and decreased social integration.94

Scott Page, using mathematical modeling to examine the 
impact of diversity on performance, found that “diversity 
trumps ability.” The best problem solvers tend to be similar 
in approach, so that “a collection of the best problem solv-
ers performs little better than any one of them individu-
ally.” A group of intelligent, randomly selected problem 

  

solvers provides a wider range of approaches to problem 
solving, generates more solutions, and offers more ways to 
back out of dead ends.95 

Diverse groups have a performance advantage because 
they tend to have more information, a richer range of 
perspectives and ways of representing problems, and a 
wider repertoire of problem-solving approaches.96 Because 
people with disabilities have typically had to make more 
adaptations and accommodations to be successful in their 
personal and work lives, they may well bring a wider range 
of perspectives and problem-solving repertoires, contribut-
ing importantly to superior team performance. 

Financial incentives

There are a significant number of incentives—government 
programs, tax deductions, and tax credits—to encourage 
and underwrite costs associated with hiring people with 
disabilities, but one 2003 study found that 77 percent of 
respondent companies did not take advantage of any of 
them.97 There are a number of significant federal programs 
that directly benefit businesses. The place to start is with 
your state VR agency. These programs include:

The Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) provides 
tax credits for new hires from eight target groups, includ-
ing people with disabilities, that can typically be as much 
as $2,400 for each new adult hire and $1,200 for each 
summer youth hire.98 For certain veterans’ groups and 
long-term family assistance recipients, the maximum can 
be up to $9,600.99“The legislative authority for the WOTC 
program expired on December 31, 2013,” and although 
reauthorization is possible, it has not yet occurred. “[I]n the 
past, when the program’s authority lapsed, Congress has 
retroactively reauthorized the program back to the date of 
expiration.... [E]mployers should continue to submit WOTC 
applications for all target groups to State Workforce Agen-
cies.”100

Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) 
Program, a program of the U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs that provides on the job training, incentives that can 
reimburse employers up to 50 percent of a veteran’s salary 
for up to six months, and an unpaid work experience pro-
gram in which the employer pays nothing and the VR&E 
provides a monthly subsistence allowance.

Disabled Access Credit, Internal Revenue Code Section 
44 is a tax credit for expenditures on accessibility for eligible 

https://askjan.org/cgi-win/TypeQuery.exe?902
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small businesses that spend at least $250, but do 
not exceed $10,250 in any one taxable year.

Architectural/Transportation Tax Deductions, In-
ternal Revenue Code Section 190 is a tax deduc-
tion of up to $15,000 a year to businesses for 
“qualified architectural and transportation bar-
rier removal expenses.”

Costs of Employing People with Disabilities

Small businesses perceive the costs of employ-
ing people with disabilities to be greater than 
the costs of employing those without disabilities 
(Chart 3).101  In small businesses, 32 percent of 
companies perceive employees with disabilities 
to be more expensive, while only 2 percent per-
ceive them to be less expensive. The majority of 
small businesses (65%) believe employees with 
and without disabilities have the same employ-
ment costs.

Workers’ compensation costs

A number of studies offer evidence that the pres-
ence of a health or mental health condition or 
physical functioning limitations do not necessarily 
result in individuals with these issues filing work-
ers’ compensation claims with any more frequen-
cy than their counterparts without such issues.102 
For example, in a study of nearly 1,600 people 
diagnosed with work-related neck, upper extrem-
ity, and lower back musculoskeletal disease, only 
25 percent filed workers’ compensation claims.103

Walgreens reviewed 110 workers’ compensation 
claims over a 32-month period and found that 
“employees with disclosed disabilities incur:

 •  costs for medical treatment that are 67 per-
cent less than the contrasting population;

 •  costs for indemnity/time off that are 73 per-
cent less than the contrasting population;

 •  expense costs that are 77 percent less 
than the contrasting population.”104 

  

Source: Harris Interactive, Survey of Employment of Americans with Disabilities, Kessler Foundation/National Organiza-
tion on Disability, October 2010.
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Health care costs

Health care costs are complicated to assess on a national 
basis. Under the provisions of the ADA and Equal Em-
ployment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) guidance, 
“[e]mployers may not fire or refuse to hire a qualified ap-
plicant who has a disability, or who has a dependent with 
a disability, in order to avoid potential increases in health 
insurance costs.”105 In effect, covered employers cannot 
use health care costs to make employment decisions, mak-
ing the cost of health care inconsequential. Nevertheless, 
the annual health care expenditures on a person with dis-
abilities in the U.S. population—working and not work-
ing—do exceed those of people without disabilities.106 Of 
course, as noted above, people with disabilities are only 3.3 
percent of the U.S. workforce and those with more severe 
disabilities, which require higher health care expenditures, 
are often not in the workforce at all. Several other factors 
mitigate the impact on employers of these disproportion-
ate expenditures:

 •  Most employers contribute less than 100 percent 
of health care costs. In 2011, on average, they 
contributed 82 percent of the cost for single work-
ers and 72 percent for families.107

 •  For veterans, the Veterans Administration takes 
responsibility for health care related to a service-
connected disability, while a private insurer is 
responsible for the rest.

 •  A significant proportion of people with disabilities 
become disabled after they reach retirement age 
and are, by definition, not in the workforce.108 

 • Most states of fer the federal Medicaid Buy-in Pro-
gram that allows workers with disabilities to main-
tain their Medicaid coverage while having higher 
earnings than normally allowed.109 For example, in 
New York, to qualify for the Buy-In an employee 
must be a “working-age” person with a disability 
engaged in paid (part-time or full-time) work and 
must have a gross income not higher than $58,476 
for individuals and $78,588 for couples along with 
non-exempt resources that do not exceed the Med-
icaid resource level of $20,000 for a one-person and 
$30,000 for a two-person household.110

Because of state-by-state variation and other variables, 
it is difficult to assess the impact of employing people 
with disabilities on employers’ health care costs. Given 
the mitigating factors above, it is reasonable to say that 
a substantial portion of the greater cost of health care 
for people with disabilities would not be passed on to  
employers who hire them. 

Accommodation costs

The ADA requires covered organizations to provide “rea-
sonable accommodations” for people with disabilities un-
less the accommodations represent an “undue hardship.” 
“Undue hardship” is defined as an “action requiring sig-
nificant difficulty or expense” when considered in light of 
a number of factors, including the nature and cost of the 
accommodation in relation to the size, resources, nature, 
and structure of the employer’s operation. Undue hardship 
is determined on a case-by-case basis.111 

Some employers are concerned that providing accommo-
dations will be expensive, but the findings in two studies 
do not support this perspective. According to an ongoing 
study conducted by the Job Accommodation Network 
(JAN), employers report that a high percentage (58%) 
of accommodations cost absolutely nothing to provide, 
“while the rest typically cost around $500.” Employers in 
the JAN study represent a range of industry sectors and 
sizes and contacted JAN for information about workplace 
accommodations, the ADA, or both.112  In another study 
of 500 accommodations conducted for Sears, Roebuck & 
Co. between 1978 and 1997, the majority (72 percent) re-
ported no direct costs. Of the remainder, 17 percent cost 
less than $100, 10 percent between $100 and $500, and 
only 1 percent cost more than $500. From 1978 to 1992, 
the year that the ADA was implemented, the average di-
rect cost of an accommodation was $121. From 1993 to 
1997, the average direct cost was $45.113 

Legal and related costs

In 2013, 5,675 charges brought under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act were resolved with benefits to the charg-
ing party, averaging $20,417 per charge resolved.  Nev-
ertheless, the risk is low. Of the approximately 7.5 million 
firms in the U.S. with employees, the odds are less than 
one in a thousand that a company will pay for a resolu-
tion in any one year. In addition, organizations that are will-
ing to develop work climates, policies, and practices that 
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welcome and support people with disabilities 
are unlikely to have charges brought in the first 
place. Workplace culture has a substantial influ-
ence over whether or not charges are filed. As 
a 2010 article notes, “A perceived devaluing of 
employees can escalate feelings of alienation and 
detachment from the workplace, ultimately lead-
ing to charges of discrimination.”115 Conversely, 
according to a 2009 paper, “Workplace culture 
improves for everyone when managers engage 
in positive ‘diversity behaviors,’ such as acknowl-
edging all team members, promoting coopera-
tion, being flexible, and respecting everyone.”116 

Growing the Business 
People with disabilities, their caregivers, and 
their families represent substantial markets, both 
as consumers of assistive technologies and sup-
port services and of general consumer products 
and services. Also, companies with vendor stan-
dards are often more favorable toward suppliers 

who employ people with disabilities. Although 
the true size of either market is difficult to de-
termine, research suggests that they are both 
substantial. Finally, consumers and clients are at-
tracted to brands that are linked to companies 
that employ people with disabilities.

The Market for Assistive Technologies and 
Support Services

The research in this area includes both people 
with disabilities and older adults. However, the 
nature of the technologies and services is such 
that the older adults who use the services are 
most likely doing so because they have a disabil-
ity. According to a study from December 2011, 
annual revenue for services, excluding medical 
services and overnight housing, was estimated 
to be $34 billion.117  Another study from July 
2011 anticipated that the U.S. market for as-
sistive technologies, including eye glasses and 
contact lenses, will reach $55 billion in 2016.118

These two markets were greater in size in 2011 
than the gross domestic products of 151 out 
of the world’s 227 countries.119 With the aging  
of the workforce, these markets are likely to con-
tinue to grow. 

  

The Consumer Market

People with disabilities earned an estimated 
$269 billion in 2009, and people with disabilities 
and their family members (i.e., those who live in 
the same household) represent a population of 
54.7 million.120 Eighty-seven percent of consum-
ers who responded to a 2005 survey said they 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that they would 
prefer to give their business to companies that 
employ people with disabilities; 92 percent of 
respondents were “more favorable” or “much 
more favorable” toward companies that hire 
people with disabilities.121 

While companies that advance and support 
people with disabilities should avoid letting their 
publicity get ahead of their accomplishments, 
they should not be shy about publicizing their 
commitment and accomplishments. For Ameri-
can consumers, this is important information 

The Bottom Line for Small Businesses

 •  The benefits of hiring people with 
disabilities outweigh the risks; from 
the data, it might well be said that 
hiring people without disabilities is 
slightly more risky.

 •  Provide at least a half day of training 
on leading inclusively and support-
ively for all supervisors.

 •  Conduct a short (no more than 15 
minutes), confidential annual survey 
to assess the work climate; make sure 
to ask people to self-identify as hav-
ing a disability so you can compare 
how all employees both with and 
without disabilities are experiencing 
the workplace. If you already conduct 
an employee survey, add three to five 
questions that are relevant to  
employees with disabilities.

 •  Take advantage of financial  
incentives.
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that can have a strong influence on consumers’ buying 
decisions. Eighty percent of respondents to a 2008 survey 
said that if the quality and price of two brands were equal, 
they would be likely to switch to a different brand if they 
knew that it supported a specific cause.122 

Planning Matrix

The planning matrix below is designed to assist small busi-
nesses to develop a plan and establish priorities for em-
ploying people with disabilities. It is designed to be useful 
to those contemplating the employment of people with 
disabilities, as well as those who already employ people 
with disabilities. It identifies bottom line actions that small 
businesses can take, provides spaces to add additional ac-
tivities, a checklist to indicate those activities the business 
will address, and offers a timeline for when selected ac-
tivities will be addressed. A fictitious example of a business 
called Security Systems LLC is also provided. To complete 
the matrix, follow the steps identified in the Instructions.

The Bottom Line for Small Businesses

 •  Engage employees with disabilities in establish-
ing a “disabilities” branding for your business 
and don’t hesitate to publicize your company’s 
real accomplishments.

 •  Create a focus group of consumers or clients 
with disabilities to assess your branding and 
understand their evolving needs and require-
ments.

Instructions:

 1.  Establish a working group or committee or, 
if one is in place, use the diversity council or 
employee resource group to either provide 
input into completing the planning matrix or to 
collaboratively determine what actions should 
be taken and when. Include representation 
from key stakeholder groups, including senior 
management, supervisors, legal counsel, and 
employees with disabilities. If no people with 
disabilities are currently employed by your com-
pany, reach out to outsiders who have a disabil-
ity and have expertise about your industry and 
the employment of people with disabilities.

 2.  Determine which Bottom Line Actions you will 
take and determine what additional actions 
you will take (e.g., the last two Bottom Line Ac-
tions in the Systems Security example which are 
in a different typeface) and place an “X” next 
to each.

 3.  Determine two or three time periods in which 
actions should be implemented, focusing 
initially on top management commitment, 
planning, and communications. Give your own 
names to those time periods. Decide in which 
period each action will be initiated and write 
down the date or quarter by which it will be 
completed. Some actions, such as “taking ad-
vantage of financial incentives,” will be ongo-
ing.

 4.  Assign one person to be accountable for each 
action and any others who should be involved 
in the leadership of the action and write their 
names in the Accountability column.
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Planning Matrix

X Bottom Line Actions

Build 
Momentum 
Pre-start to 6 

months

Deepen  
Commitment 

7 to 18 months

Institutionalize 
Gains 

19 to 30 months
Accountability

Articulate the business case for employing people with disabilities

Communicate the plan and business case frequently and thoroughly,  
especially to supervisors and middle managers

Write a document that voices the CEO's philosophy and commitment 
toward employing people with disabilities and place it on the company 
website in a prominent place

Get senior managers involved in a community organization that serves 
people with disabilities or in mentoring people with disabilities

Make all steps in the application process accessible; focus on the match 
between the skills, experience, and education of the applicant and the 
essential functions of the job; and treat all applicants equally.

Find community partners.

Offer internships to people with disabilities and ensure that current  
internship programs are inclusive of people with disabilities.

Assign mentors to newly hired employees with disabilities prior to their 
arriving on the job and to those employees with disabilities already on 
the job.

Provide reasonable accommodations even if your business is too small to 
be covered by law (they don't cost much and they'll build a lot of good-
will and potentially provide access to customers and clients).

Offer at least a half-day of disability awareness and etiquette training.  
An additional benefit is that it will help attract and satisfy clients and 
customers with disabilities.

Establish a focus group of employees with disabilities to be convened 
quarterly or at least biannually to understand how they are experienc-
ing your workplace, their unmet needs, and how the workplace can be 
improved.

Provide at least a half day of training on leading inclusively and support-
ively for all supervisors.

Conduct a short (no more than 15 minutes), confidential annual survey 
to assess the work climate; make sure to ask people to self-identify as 
having a disability so you can compare how all employees both with 
and without disabilities are experiencing the workplace.  If you already 
conduct an employee survey, add three to five questions that are relevant 
to employees with disabilities.

Take advantage of financial incentives.

Engage employees with disabilities in establishing a "disabilities" brand-
ing for your business and don't hesitate to publicize your company's real 
accomplishments.

Create a focus group of consumers or clients with disabilities to assess 
your branding and understand their evolving needs and requirements.
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X Bottom Line Actions

Build 
Momentum 
Pre-start to 6 

months

Deepen  
Commitment 

7 to 18 months

Institutionalize 
Gains 

19 to 30 months
Accountability

Ed with sr. team

Ed & sr. team

Ed

Mary

Mary

Mary

Rochelle

Mary

Burt

Rochelle

Burt

X Articulate the business case for employing people with disabilities 1st quarter

X Communicate the plan and business case frequently and thoroughly, especially 
to supervisors and middle managers

2nd quarter

X Write a document that voices the CEO's philosophy and commitment toward 
employing people with disabilities and place it on the company website in a 
prominent place

3rd quarter

X Get senior managers involved in a community organization that serves people 
with disabilities or in mentoring people with disabilities

2nd quarter

X Make all steps in the application process accessible; focus on the match be-
tween the skills, experience, and education of the applicant and the essential 
functions of the job; and treat all applicants equally.

1st quarter

X Find community partners. 1st quarter

Offer internships to people with disabilities and ensure that current internship 
programs are inclusive of people with disabilities.

X Assign mentors to newly hired employees with disabilities prior to their arriving 
on the job and to those employees with disabilities already on the job.

7th quarter

Provide reasonable accommodations even if your business is too small to be 
covered by law (they don't cost much and they'll build a lot of goodwill and 
potentially provide access to customers and clients).

X Offer at least a half-day of disability awareness and etiquette training.  An ad-
ditional benefit is that it will help attract and satisfy clients and customers with 
disabilities.

4th quarter

Establish a focus group of employees with disabilities to be convened quarterly 
or at least biannually to understand how they are experiencing your work-
place, their unmet needs, and how the workplace can be improved.

Provide at least a half day of training on leading inclusively and supportively 
for all supervisors.

Conduct a short (no more than 15 minutes), confidential annual survey to assess 
the work climate; make sure to ask people to self-identify as having a disability so 
you can compare how all employees both with and without disabilities are expe-
riencing the workplace.  If you already conduct an employee survey, add three to 
five questions that are relevant to employees with disabilities.

X Take advantage of financial incentives. 1st quarter xxx xxx

Engage employees with disabilities in establishing a "disabilities" branding for your 
business and don't hesitate to publicize your company's real accomplishments.

X Create a focus group of consumers or clients with disabilities to assess your 
branding and understand their evolving needs and requirements.

5th quarter xxx

X Bring in outside speakers once a quarter who are people with disabilities 
and can speak articulately on their work experiences and what made them  
effective.

4th quarter xxx

X Conduct a market assessment to determine business opportunities for acces-
sible security systems in the federal government.

8th quarter

Planning Matrix Example for Systems Security LLC



www.AskEARN.org 855-Ask-EARN (855-275-3276) |    29

Conclusion
In the U.S., small businesses offer the greatest promise 
of employment for people with disabilities. For many 
small businesses, however, the idea of reaching out to 
people with disabilities is daunting, given their limited 
resources and concerns about establishing top man-
agement commitment, finding qualified employees 
with disabilities, retaining them, the costs of employ-
ing them, and finding and keeping customers and 
clients. The extensive research reviewed for this report, 
subjected to the tough scrutiny that a small business 
leader would apply to any initiative, demonstrates that 
people with disabilities are an extraordinary labor pool 
which can improve productivity, work quality, retention, 
safety, business development, decision making, and 
problem solving at little or no additional cost, while 
improving the workplace for all employees.
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Appendix A
Examples of Impairments and Major Life Activities Covered by the ADA Definition of Disability 

Impairments Major Life Activities

• Deafness  • Caring for Oneself

• Blindness  • Performing Manual Tasks

• An intellectual disability  • Seeing

•  Partly or completely missing limbs or   • Hearing
mobility impairments requiring the use 
of a wheelchair

 • Eating

• Autism
 • Sleeping

• Cancer
 • Walking

• 

• 

Cerebral Palsy

Diabetes

 • 

 • 

Standing

Sitting

• 

• 

Epilepsy

HIV infection

 • 

 • 

Reaching

Lifting

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Multiple Sclerosis

Muscular Dystrophy

Major Depressive Disorder

Bipolar Disorder

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

 • 

 • 

 • 

 • 

 • 

Bending

Speaking

Breathing

Learning

Reading

• 

• 

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder

Schizophrenia

 • 

 • 

 • 

Concentrating

Thinking

Communicating

 • Interacting with Others

 •  Working and the Operation of a Major 
Bodily Function, including:

  •  functions of the immune system, special 
sense organs and skin

  •  normal cell growth

  •  digestive, genitourinary, bowel, bladder, 
neurological, brain, respiratory, circula-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine, hemic 
(blood), lymphatic, musculo-skeletal, and 
reproductive functions
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