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People with disabilities, including lawyers, can be successful, productive, and loyal employees.  Or, like nondisabled employees, they can be frustrated, unproductive, and short-term.  What makes the difference?

A firm’s “culture” makes a major difference in the success, productivity, and loyalty of all employees.  A firm’s disability culture makes a major difference for employees with and without disabilities.

The Burton Blatt Institute (BBI) at Syracuse University is conducting case study research of corporate disability culture, assessing its impact and how companies can improve their disability culture.  Law firms can learn from the preliminary findings and can participate in the ongoing research.

The research so far has studied six companies, across the country, ranging in size from 38 to 38,000 employees, in a wide variety of fields.  The companies chosen have demonstrated success in hiring and retaining employees with disabilities.  BBI analyzed what makes up a company’s disability culture, how culture affects satisfaction, productivity, and loyalty of employees with and without disabilities, and what businesses can do to create a corporate culture that maximizes satisfaction, productivity, and loyalty of employees with and without disabilities.
Creating Inclusive Corporate Culture

Recruitment
Inclusive corporate disability culture begins with recruitment of people with disabilities.  A firm cannot simply assume that their general recruitment efforts will result in a pool of applicants that includes lawyers with disabilities.  Several targeted recruitment mechanisms are available, including the IMPACT Career Fair for law students with disabilities (http://www.law.arizona.edu/Career/Impact/welcome.cfm) and the National Association of Law Students with Disabilities (http://www.nalswd.org/).  Use a variety of recruiting mechanisms to reach the widest pool of qualified applicants, rather than relying on candidates to find you or colleagues to make referrals.  Law students with disabilities may not have the connections necessary to find you.  Using a variety of hiring methods (e.g., resumes, telephone interviews, in-person interviews) also helps get the best candidates, including candidates with disabilities.
It is also essential to ensure that your recruitment methods and processes are accessible.  Application forms and firm resumes should be available in accessible formats (e.g., large print, CD).  Websites should be accessible to people with vision impairments who use screen reading software as well as to people with hearing impairments (e.g., pictures and other graphics should have text equivalents, videos should be captioned).  For more information, see http://www.w3.org/WAI/quicktips/.  Interview locations should be wheelchair-accessible.  Thinking these issues through before an applicant with a disability shows up will make the process run smoothly and demonstrate the firm’s commitment to including people with disabilities.

Providing internships can be a way to support diversity efforts.  Accepting interns (during the summer and during the year) from diverse (including disability) communities can introduce the firm to candidates who may not have been hired based solely on their resumes.
On the Job
BBI’s research shows that companies’ commitment to making their training and other opportunities fully accessible is highly effective at creating an inclusive corporate culture.  Therefore, firms should ensure that firm events (including social events), trainings, and other activities  are fully accessible, in terms of location, activities, materials, communication, etc., even if you don’t know whether any of your employees (or their guests) need accessibility.  If an event can’t be made accessible, don’t hold it.  This effort should include meetings (depositions, client meetings, meetings with opposing counsel, etc.).
BBI’s research indicates that companies found manager training on disability subjects to be very effective at achieving an inclusive corporate culture. Therefore, firms should train firm partners and senior attorneys about disability issues, including disability awareness and accommodations.  Even if the firm has a centralized accommodations mechanism, firm leaders should understand it and be able to explain it and contribute to it.

Equitable access to mentoring and coaching opportunities was also found in BBI’s research to be effective at achieving an inclusive corporate culture.  Many firms expect mentoring/coaching relationships to evolve naturally.  However, senior attorneys without disabilities may be uncomfortable interacting with junior lawyers with disabilities and, therefore, may not seek them out for mentoring.  Assigning mentors, along with disability awareness training, may help overcome that reluctance and give lawyers with disabilities access to perhaps one of the most important elements of professional success.

Research indicates that centralizing funding for accommodations can be an effective way to support inclusive corporate culture.  Centralized funding can increase consistency of accommodations across departments, ensure greater confidentiality of employees’ disabilities, reduce accommodation costs (e.g., by facilitating recycling of equipment and bulk purchases of equipment and services), and avoid departmental resistance to spending department funds on accommodations.  However, the effectiveness of centralized accommodations may be tempered by the often increased formality and bureaucracy of centralized accommodation processes, and potential departmental perceptions that their employees’ needs are unimportant or someone else’s problem and resistance to outside mandates and interference.   Centralized accommodations also may not adequately understand and respond to the needs of the employee’s department, coworkers, and supervisors, leading to resentment and lack of “fit.”  Ideally, a balance should be struck between centralized funding and decentralized decision-making about accommodations.
According to BBI’s research, allowance of accommodations for all employees, not just those with disabilities, is an important factor in inclusive corporate culture.  By taking the approach that accommodations can increase productivity of all employees, rather than reserving accommodations for individuals for whom they are legally required, firms can demonstrate their commitment to their employees, while at the same time, increasing productivity.  Examples of accommodations that can benefit both employees with and without disabilities include flexible work schedules, telework, speech recognition software, and accessible print materials.

Perceived “fit” between a person’s abilities and his/her job is another factor that is found to be highly predictive of job satisfaction and loyalty.  Therefore, firms should consider assigning tasks based on employees’ strengths, rather than requiring every attorney to be good at every aspect of the work.
Communicating Inclusive Corporate Culture
BBI found that good disability culture improves satisfaction, productivity, and loyalty of all employees – with and without disabilities.  Employees’ perceptions of a company’s culture (including openness, flexibility, fairness, commitment to diversity, valuing of employees, etc.) affect their level of engagement with the company (satisfaction, commitment to the company, engagement in organizational citizenship, and intent to stay with the company).  The level of positive effect was similar for employees both with and without disabilities.  Moreover, perceptions of corporate culture by nondisabled employees directly affects the experiences of employees with disabilities.  The more nondisabled employees understand disability policies and understand the reasons for those policies and the fairness of those policies, the more those employees contribute to improving the employment experience of employees with disabilities.
Because employee perceptions of corporate disability culture are the key factor, it is essential that corporate disability policies and commitments not only actually be in place, but that they be communicated effectively to all employees.  Disability inclusion commitments and accommodation policies that are unknown and unavailable to employees with and without disabilities lead to confusion, suspicion, and perceptions of unfairness among employees with and without disabilities.  
Supervisor attitudes and approaches to disability issues affect all employees’ perceptions of the inclusiveness and fairness of corporate disability policies.  Often, firms will assign disability issues to a centralized department (disability office or human resources office), thus leaving supervisors out of the process.  This may be perceived by employees as indicating that disability is not important to firm leadership.  It may also leave supervisors without understanding of the company’s disability policies, making it difficult for them to project the company’s inclusive culture to their employees.  Ensuring that partners and supervisors understand, and have positive attitudes toward disability, diversity, and accommodation can reduce employees’ perceptions of unfairness, prejudice, and discrimination.  
Firm diversity statements and goals often do not include disability.  Visible, explicit commitments to inclusion of disability in diversity efforts are effective at communicating corporate disability culture.  Moreover, including disability in a firm’s tracking of diversity progress and outcomes is an important way of ensuring that the disability diversity commitment is taken seriously and is visible to all employees.  It is acceptable to “count” employees with disabilities, as long as it is clear that the information collected is for purposes of diversity/affirmative action, participation is voluntary, and the information is kept strictly confidential.  In addition, firms may consider having their disability culture “benchmarked.”  BBI can include firms in its case studies, which will both contribute to the ongoing research and provide firms an assessment of their culture, comparison to other firms and companies in terms of what works and what doesn’t, and identification of areas for improvement.  For more information, contact Meera Adya, Research Director, BBI, at 315-443-7346 or madya@law.syr.edu.
Openness about accommodation policies and procedures reduces confusion, suspicion, and perceptions of unfairness.  In addition, provision of “accommodations” in the form of flexible practices for all employees is another way of communicating corporate culture.  Rather than telling employees about disability and accommodation policies only if the employee indicates that s/he has a disability or if s/he requests the information, disability and accommodation policies should be provided to all employees.  Ideally, accommodations that increase productivity and effectiveness should be available to all employees.  Such an open policy evidences a firm commitment to supporting the productivity of all employees, rather than a closed policy that provides “special” benefits only when legally required.
