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HED: The Disability Advantage

DEK: A formal disability outreach program can boost your bottom line, build your 
business, and lower your exposure to disability-related lawsuits.

BYLINE: By James Emmett, Corporate Disability Consultant, Indiana Vocational 
Rehabilitation Services & APSE HR Connect

Recruiting in the disability community isn’t optional any longer. Nearly one in five (19 
percent) of Americans currently has some type of disability – and that number is 
projected to increase to one in four over the next three to five years. That makes a 
proactive approach to the disability community not just smart, but absolutely necessary.

Several factors are driving the increase in the ranks of the disability community. As 
awareness of diagnoses like autism and attention deficit disorder has risen, more 
“borderline” cases that might have gone unnoticed in years past are being identified. 
There has also been a dramatic upswing in persons with long-term spinal or brain injuries 
because of better medical technology, which is saving accident victims who once would 
have died. And, of course, the Baby Boom generation is aging and encountering more 
health issues.

Especially in light of recent changes to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), 
having a disability outreach program has become a strategic priority. Companies that 
don’t address the disability community will have a greater chance of tripping over the 
ADA, while those which bring experts on board and put formal programs in place will 
not only reap the benefits of hiring in the community, but reduce the risk of ADA-related 
lawsuits as well.

What are the benefits of a disability outreach program?

Reduced Turnover. A well-run disability community outreach effort reduces turnover 
compared to recruiting from other labor pools. Many people with disabilities have to 
overcome a lot in order to find a job, and so tend to be very loyal to those that hire them. 
Absenteeism falls. They give intense effort and don’t jump ship for incremental pay gains 
elsewhere. Repetitive and typically high-turnover jobs can be perfect for persons with 
disabilities who find comfort in routine. Therefore, the costs associated with turnover, 
such as training time, loss of productivity, loss of hours, overtime for other staff, human 
resources and payroll time, are decreased. 

Reduced Recruiting Costs. Once upon a time, advocates for hiring in the disability 
community employed the “beg-place-pray” method: beg a company for an opportunity, 
place a person with a disability, and pray it all worked out. Suffice it to say that is far 

http://www.indianaemployer.com/


from the case today. A well-run outreach effort coordinates and takes true advantage of 
the recruiting services of the state vocational rehabilitation system, community-based 
organizations and schools. This lowers the need for recruiting with expensive job boards, 
newspaper ads and temporary agencies, and serves to pre-screen potential hires to ensure 
that they are right for the job. 

Training Program Incentives. A business can tap state grants and incentives to set up 
training projects in partnership with vocational rehabilitation programs, schools and 
community-based organizations. This results in having trained workers available 
immediately with little ramp-up time, which will provide a tremendous savings in 
training costs. In addition, in Indiana, businesses can access a state on-the-job training 
program which will pay half of an individual’s salary (up to $2,500) during their training 
period.

Work Opportunity Tax Credits (WOTC). A business can access a direct Federal tax 
credit of $2,400 per hire for an individual with a disability who earns at least $6,000 in 
salary. That is a straight-to-the-bottom-line benefit, and there’s virtually no paperwork 
involved.

Customer Outreach. By setting up specific disability related programs and completing a 
disability community marketing effort, businesses can expect an increase in patronage 
from the disability community. Studies have shown that the spending power of the 
disability community rivals almost every other niche group that companies target through 
strategic marketing efforts. Additionally, consumer surveys have found that 80 to 90 
percent of the public prefers to patronize businesses which actively hire those with 
disabilities.

Despite these benefits, many companies remain reluctant to hire from the disability 
community. The most common concern relates to the ADA and the fear of disability-
related lawsuits. But as already noted, companies that don’t address the disability 
community are the ones at the greatest risk of running afoul of the law.

Safety and worker’s compensation issues are also often brought up, but multiple studies 
done by both government agencies and private industry have found that hiring people 
with disabilities has no impact on health care costs or worker’s compensation rates.

Some companies fear that hiring those with disabilities means that they will have to lower 
their expectations regarding the quality of the job performed. But if the person has been 
properly screened and trained, that’s simply not the case. Instead, companies who 
actively recruit and include individuals with disabilities tend to find their own standards 
rising, as the work ethic and positive attitude of the disability community infuses into 
their corporate culture.

[SIDEBAR]
HED: Just the Facts



The power of the disability community is undeniable. It is an incredible labor and 
customer market.

 56 million people with disabilities plus close family, friends, and supporters comprise 
almost one-third of the United States population.

 20 million of 70 million families in the U.S. have at least one member with a 
disability (one out of 10 families raising children have at least one child with a 
disability).

 People with disabilities in the U.S. have an annual discretionary spending power of 
$220 billion – and this does not take into account family, friends, and supporters.

 People with disabilities are the last untapped labor source in the country (40 percent 
higher unemployment than the general population).

 Targeting the disability community as a customer and labor source is one of the hot, 
rising trends in the American business community. Companies like Walgreens 
(www.walgreensoutreach.com), CVS, Starbucks, and Hyatt have already initiated 
large scale outreach efforts to the disability community.


