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Abstract
Purpose In the post coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) recession economy, rehabilitation counselors, transition spe-
cialists, and other disability service providers must redouble their efforts to connect with employers to create employment 
opportunities for people with physical and mental impairments. The purpose of the present study was to investigate com-
pany characteristics and effective disability inclusion practices that are related to employment of people with disabilities. 
Methods Four hundred sixty-six employers completed a demographic questionnaire and the Disability Inclusion Profiler. 
Results Results indicated company characteristics and disability practices were positively related to employment of people 
with disabilities. Conclusions Findings of the present study can be used by transition specialists, rehabilitation counselors, 
and other disability service providers to engage and connect with employers to increase employment opportunity for people 
with disabilities in the post COVID-19 economy. Future research and practice implications are provided.
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Introduction

Gainful employment has many known financial, psychologi-
cal, social, and health benefits [1–5]. Suitable employment 
enables working-age adults to provide for themselves, access 
health care, connect with people, and contribute as a pro-
ductive member of society [1]. Work identity (the mean-
ing of people’s jobs and its relationship to their sense of 
being) is a predominant part of people’s self-identity and 
a requisite component of living a meaningful and fulfilled 
life [6]. Research has indicated that persons who are gain-
fully employed have better physical and mental health than 
those who are unemployed [3, 7]. Conversely, unemploy-
ment, income inequality, and poverty are associated with 
poor physical and mental health, low self-esteem, and lower 
levels of life satisfaction, due to the loss of income, lack of 
access to health care, stigma, social isolation, and psycho-
logical distress [8–10].

Individuals with disabilities are one of the most stigma-
tized and marginalized groups in the world [11–13], which 
results in inequities in employment, as outlined above. Dur-
ing the Great Recession (i.e., the collapse of the financial 
system that spans the period from December 2007 through 
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September 2009 for a total duration of 22 months), among 
prime working-age adults (25–54 years old), the unemploy-
ment rate of people with disabilities ranged from 2.0 to 2.3 
times that of people without disabilities [14]. In the middle 
of 2019, when the United States economy was approaching 
full employment [15], many marginalized groups benefited 
from the robust economy and returned to the labor force in 
droves [16], with the exception of people with disabilities. 
Despite the high demand for workers in 2019, employers 
were not hiring large numbers of people with disabilities 
[17].

As a result of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic, the United States economy is entering another 
recession [18]. In September 2020, the employment-to-
population ratio of 28.3% for working-age individuals with 
disabilities is significantly lower than the 70.0% rate for 
working-age people without disabilities [19]. The unemploy-
ment rate for people with disabilities was 12.5% also higher 
than the 7.5% rate for people without disabilities [20]. In the 
post COVID-19 job economy, similar to the Great Reces-
sion, excess labor supply will significantly affect individuals 
with disabilities’ ability to find or retain employment. As 
such, working-age adults with disabilities are vulnerable to 
the debilitating consequences of unemployment and poverty. 
To be effective in assisting people with disabilities find and 
retain employment in a grim economy, it is imperative to 
carefully review the employer practices literature for stud-
ies conducted before or after the Great Recession. Lessons 
learned from these research studies can help transition spe-
cialists, rehabilitation counselors and other disability service 
providers better understand the impact of company char-
acteristics, employment policies, and disability inclusion 
practices on hiring and retaining people with disabilities in 
strong and weak economies.

Gilbride et  al. [21] conducted a qualitative research 
study to examine characteristics of work environments and 
employers who are open to hiring and accommodating peo-
ple with disabilities. They found that normative belief (i.e., 
commitments at the leadership/executive level that trickle 
down to all levels of the organization), diversity and dis-
ability inclusion policies and procedures, a strong focus on 
ability not disability, and knowledge and experience provid-
ing job accommodation and workplace supports character-
ized companies that are committed to hiring and support-
ing people with disabilities in their workforces. Chan and 
colleagues [22] collected more evidence on this topic by 
conducting a survey of employers in the Midwest and found 
that including disability in the organization’s diversity and 
inclusion policy and knowledge of the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) and job accommodations were the most 
significant predictors of inclusion of people with disabilities 
in the workplace. Their findings are consistent with findings 
reported by Habeck et al. [23] who reported that having an 

in-house disability management program and inclusion of 
disability in companies’ diversity and inclusion policies and 
procedures would lead to hiring and retaining people with 
disabilities.

Bezyak et al. [24] examined seven disability inclusion 
strategies (i.e., internship program, trial employment, spe-
cial interviewing process, for-profit job placement, disability 
inclusion and diversity policies and procedures, and working 
with state vocational rehabilitation agencies) in a sample 
of employers in Colorado. Results indicated all disability 
inclusion strategies in their study were positively related to 
hiring intention. Iwanaga and colleagues [25] reported that 
disability inclusion training is related to inclusion of people 
with disabilities in the workplace. Fraser et al. [26, 27] also 
conducted a focus group study and a quantitative study using 
the Theory of Planned Behavior as their research framework. 
They found that company climate related to disability inclu-
sion is influenced by normative beliefs of management or 
senior executives and whether they support or hinder the 
hiring of people with disabilities.

Rationale for and Purpose of the Study

In the post COVID-19 job economy, it will be more difficult 
to help persons with disabilities find and maintain gainful 
employment. Rehabilitation counselors, transition specialist, 
and disability service providers must make greater efforts 
to create employment opportunities for their clients. It is 
essential for leadership, managers, and counselors in state 
vocational rehabilitation agencies to focus on the local job 
economy, engage employers to identify their needs for spe-
cifically trained and skilled workers, and cooperate with 
local employers and educational institutions to provide 
customized training to people with disabilities to meet 
employer demands for skilled workers. There is an urgent 
need to identify characteristics of companies and disability 
inclusion practices that will lead to employment of people 
with disabilities especially during a recession. As a result, 
the purpose of the present study was to investigate company 
characteristics and effective disability inclusion practices 
that are related to employment of people with disabilities 
in the workplace. Findings from this study can provide a 
roadmap for state vocational rehabilitation agencies and 
community-based rehabilitation and health organizations to 
engage and connect with companies that are committed to 
hiring people with disabilities. The following research ques-
tions were investigated:

RQ1 What is the relationship between disability inclusion 
practices and employment participation of people with dis-
abilities in the workplace?
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RQ2 Do company characteristics and disability inclusion 
practices affect the employment rates of people with dis-
abilities in the workplace?

Method

Design

A cross-section survey design was used for the present study. 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for this study was 
obtained from the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Participants

Participants in this study included 466 human resources 
managers and professionals who made hiring decisions 
within their companies. The Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) classification was 
used to designate company size [28]. The majority of partici-
pants were employees of large size companies (greater than 
or equal to 250 employees; 48.7%), followed by medium 
size companies (between 50 and 249 employees; 29.1%) and 
small size companies (less than 50 employees; 22.2%). A 
range of industry types were represented, including Profes-
sional, Scientific, and Technical Services (21.0%); Health 
Care and Social Assistance (17.0%); Accommodation, Food 
services and Retail Trade (12.8%); Information Technology 
(8.4%); Finance and Insurance (7.7%), and Educational Ser-
vices (7.7%). Over half (47.2%) of the participants’ compa-
nies have Federal contracts over $50,000, and 27.0% were 
Fortune 500 companies. Only 9.2% of the participants’ com-
panies had more than 7% of employees with self-identified 
disabilities, while 90.8% of the participants indicated their 
companies had less than 7% of employees with disabilities 
in their workforces. Twenty percent of the participants indi-
cated their companies did not have any employees with self-
identified disabilities.

Measures

Company Characteristics

Company characteristics of interest for the current study 
include company size, Fortune 500 companies, and Federal 
contractors. In the present study, the Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) definition 
for company size was used, which classifies small companies 
as having 10 to 49 employees, medium-sized companies as 
having 50 to 249 employees, and large-sized companies as 
those with 250 or more employees [28]. Fortune 500 is an 
annual list compiled and published by the Fortune magazine 
that ranks 500 of the largest United States corporations by 

total revenue for their respective fiscal year [29]. Lastly, Fed-
eral contractor is defined by Sect. 503 of the Rehabilitation 
Act as companies with Federal contracts of $50,000 or more 
[30]. Participants provided all this information as part of the 
demographic questionnaire.

Disability Inclusion

Disability inclusion practices was assessed using the Dis-
ability Inclusion Profiler (DIP; [31]). This measure was 
developed based on the standard test development process 
recommended by Crocker and Algina [32]. The test speci-
fications, the a priori categories, and items for the a priori 
categories were developed based on a comprehensive review 
of the demand-side employment literature, a focus group 
and a Delphi study with employers to identify effective dis-
ability inclusion practices. The final measure comprised 34 
items and six a priori categories: (a) disability inclusion 
commitment, (b) disability inclusion policies and proce-
dures, (c) disability inclusion preparedness, (d) disability 
inclusion resources, (e) disability inclusion strategies, and 
(f) disability inclusion attitudes. Each item was rated on a 
4-point Likert importance rating scale (1 = Not important, 
2 = Somewhat important, 3 = Important, 4 = Very important) 
and a 4-point Likert implementation scale (1 = Not currently 
in implementation, 2 = In planning for implementation, 
3 = Partial implementation, 4 = Full implementation). In the 
present study, the internal consistency reliability coefficients 
(Cronbach’s alpha) were 0.96 for the importance scale, 0.96 
for the implementation scale, and 0.88 for the weighted 
implementation scale.

Utilization Rate

Percent of people with disabilities in the company’s work-
force was used as an external correlate to identify effec-
tive disability inclusion practices in the Disability Inclusion 
Profiler. Participants were asked to indicate the percent of 
individuals with self-identified disabilities in their workforce 
based on half percent increments, results ranged from 0% to 
greater than 7%. The mean utilization rate in this sample was 
2.75% (SD = 2.27%).

Procedures

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and TurkPrime was used 
to collect data for the present study. MTurk has been used by 
thousands of researchers to obtain sample participants while 
TurkPrime provides a more user-friendly interface and addi-
tional options for data collection [33, 34]. The TurkPrime 
panel was used to recruit the target population (i.e., HR 
managers or project managers with hiring authority). These 
panels, or subgroups, are created from the millions of survey 
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responders affiliated with MTurk and TurkPrime. The Disa-
bility Inclusion Profiler takes about 15 minutes to complete, 
and participants received a $10 gift card for completing the 
questionnaire.

Data Analysis

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 25.0) 
was used to analyze data for the present study. Descriptive 
statistics were computed to provide information related to 
the demographic characteristics of the participants; correla-
tional analyses were computed to evaluate the relationships 
between disability inclusion practices and employment rates 
of people with disabilities in the workplace; and three analy-
sis of variance (ANOVAs) were computed to compare uti-
lization rates of people with disabilities based on company 
characteristics. For ease of interpretation, we have converted 
the weighted implementation total scores to T-scores with a 
mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 10.

Results

In the present study, human resources managers and profes-
sionals who made hiring decisions were asked to rate the 
importance and stages of implementation of 34 disability 
inclusion practices identified in the Disability Inclusion 
Profiler. Means and standard deviations of the importance, 
implementation, and weighted implementation scores for 
the disability inclusion practices, along with the correlations 
between these practices and employment of people with dis-
abilities in their workplace are presented in Table 1.

Disability Inclusion Practices and Employment 
of People with Disabilities

As indicated in Table 1, there are 10 disability inclusion 
practices that are significantly associated with employ-
ment rates of people with disabilities in the workplace 
(Pearson correlation coefficients between 0.20 and 0.26, 
p < .001; close to a medium effect size; [35]), which repre-
sent the commitment of leadership/executive management 
in the organizations to support the inclusion of people with 
disabilities:

• Have an accommodations budget line item to cover costs 
of accommodations for employees.

• Participate in job fairs for people with disabilities.
• Have annual targets and assess performance to achieve 

application and employment goals of persons with dis-
abilities.

• Have in-house (or contractual) disability management 
personnel that are responsible for handling issues 
related to the ADA and job accommodations.

• Have a hiring manager with a disability.
• Senior leadership clearly communicates its commit-

ment to employment of people with disabilities.
• Post statement of commitment to hiring people with 

disabilities on the company website.
• Have a senior executive with a disability.
• Provide disability inclusion training for company’s HR 

recruiters.
• Have a mechanism to assess the number of people with 

disabilities in the company.

There are 13 disability inclusion practices with Pearson 
correlation coefficients between 0.10 and 0.19 (p < .01), 
with an emphasis on implementing disability inclusion 
policies and procedures by mid-level managers, supervi-
sors, and staff:

• Report progress toward hiring persons with disabilities 
to senior management.

• Have internship and summer employment programs 
directed toward high school and college students with 
disabilities.

• Identify and select partners that can be valuable in 
recruiting qualified individuals with disabilities.

• Include “work and disability” as a topic in the company’s 
diversity and inclusion training.

• Have internal and external resources to support the goals 
of the company’s disability employment and inclusion 
program.

• Have a mentoring program to promote advancement of 
diverse persons.

• Communicate emergency preparedness policy or proce-
dures with specific mention of persons with disabilities.

• Have strategies to attract qualified applications from per-
sons with disabilities.

• Include disability in the company’s diversity and inclu-
sion policies and procedures.

• Senior leadership communicates clearly and affirmatively 
the company’s commitment to recruit and hire people 
with disabilities.

• Have contracts with employment agencies.
• Have a disability accommodation policy.
• Include “work and disability” as a topic in the company’s 

new employee orientation training.
• Offer an Employee Assistance Program.
• Have process to assess website for compliance of coding 

with existing law and regulations.
• Have policy to make all job interview candidates aware 

of the option to request accommodations for the inter-
view.
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Table 1  Relationship between disability inclusion practices and employment of people with disabilities in the workplace

Disability inclusion practice Importance 
score M 
(SD)

SOC  scorea M (SD) Relative impor-
tance score M 
(SD)

Weighted 
SOC score M 
(SD)

Pearson rb

1. Include disability in the company’s diversity and inclu-
sion policies and procedures

3.32 (0.83) 3.21 (0.96) 0.032 (0.008) 0.105 (0.042) .17***

2. Post statement of commitment to hiring people with dis-
abilities on company website

3.21 (0.88) 3.00 (1.09) 0.031 (0.007) 0.095 (0.042) .22***

3. Have stay-at-work and return-to-work retention policies 
and procedures

3.21 (0.90) 3.04 (1.05) 0.031 (0.009) 0.098 (0.048) .06

4. Include “work and disability” as a topic in the company’s 
diversity and inclusion training

3.19 (0.87) 3.07 (1.03) 0.031 (0.007) 0.096 (0.039) .19***

5. Include “work and disability” as a topic in the company’s 
new employee orientation training

3.16 (0.92) 2.98 (1.09) 0.030 (0.007) 0.093 (0.042) .15**

6. Have strategies to attract qualified applications from 
persons with disabilities - Importance

3.05 (0.95) 2.75 (1.12) 0.029 (0.008) 0.083 (0.041) .18***

7. Have internship and summer employment programs 
directed toward high school and college students with 
disabilities

2.81 (1.06) 2.35 (1.19) 0.027 (0.008) 0.067 (0.043) .19***

8. Participate in job fairs for people with disabilities 2.91 (0.98) 2.53 (1.24) 0.028 (0.007) 0.074 (0.044) .25***
9. Have in-house (or contractual) disability management 

personnel that are responsible for handling issues related 
to the ADA and job accommodations

3.08 (0.99) 2.77 (1.19) 0.029 (0.008) 0.085 (0.045) .23***

10. Senior leadership communicates clearly and affirma-
tively the company’s commitment to recruit and hire 
people with disabilities

3.09 (0.90) 2.79 (1.12) 0.030 (0.007) 0.084 (0.040) .17***

11. Identify and select partners that can be valuable in 
recruiting qualified individuals with disabilities

2.99 (0.97) 2.63 (1.16) 0.028 (0.007) 0.078 (0.042) .19***

12. Have internal and external resources to support the 
goals of the company’s disability employment and inclu-
sion program

3.08 (0.94) 2.75 (1.15) 0.029 (0.007) 0.083 (0.042) .19***

13. Have annual targets and assess performance to achieve 
application and employment goals of persons with dis-
abilities

2.94 (0.99) 2.57 (1.18) 0.028 (0.007) 0.075 (0.042) .24***

14. Have a senior executive with a disability 2.11 (1.07) 1.97 (1.20) 0.020 (0.009) 0.045 (0.040) .22***
15. Have a hiring manager with a disability 2.19 (1.08) 2.08 (1.23) 0.021 (0.009) 0.050 (0.043) .22***
16. Emergency preparedness policy or procedures in place 

with specific mention of persons with disabilities
3.23 (0.94) 2.89 (1.19) 0.031 (0.008) 0.092 (0.046) .10*

17. Report progress toward hiring persons with disabilities 
to senior management

2.74 (1.03) 2.52 (1.18) 0.026 (0.008) 0.070 (0.043) .19***

18. Communicate emergency preparedness policy or proce-
dures with specific mention of persons with disabilities

3.09 (0.97) 2.84 (1.19) 0.030 (0.007) 0.087 (0.045) .18***

19. Have process to assess website for compliance of cod-
ing with existing law and regulations

3.16 (0.93) 2.95 (1.17) 0.030 (0.008) 0.093 (0.046) .13**

20. Offer an Employee Assistance program 3.27 (0.91) 3.15 (1.11) 0.032 (0.007) 0.102 (0.045) .13**
21. Offer a health and wellness program to employees 3.36 (0.87) 3.20 (1.09) 0.033 (0.008) 0.107 (0.046) .03
22. Offer health care coverage to employees 3.62 (0.73) 3.46 (0.97) 0.036 (0.010) 0.126 (0.051) − .10*
23. Offer short-term disability benefits that are managed to 

promote retention of people with disabilities in the work 
force

3.30 (0.89) 3.22 (1.05) 0.032 (0.009) 0.106 (0.049) .02

24. Display non-discrimination and/or equal opportunity 
policy language that specifically mentions disability 
on company external public-facing recruitment/career 
website

3.42 (0.84) 3.37 (0.96) 0.034 (0.009) 0.115 (0.047) − .04

25. Have policy to make all job interview candidates aware 
of the option to request an accommodation(s) for the 
interview

3.21 (0.92) 3.07 (1.11) 0.031 (0.008) 0.097 (0.045) .11*

26. Have contracts with employment agencies 2.71 (1.13) 2.69 (1.24) 0.026 (0.010) 0.077 (0.049) .16***
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• Emergency preparedness policy or procedures in place 
with specific mention of persons with disabilities.

• Offer health care coverage to employees.

The total score for the disability inclusion practices was 
significantly associated with employment of people with 
disabilities in the workplace (r = .32, p < .001; medium 
effect size; [35]).

Company Characteristics and Disability Inclusion 
Practices

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed 
to compare the effect of company sizes, Fortune 500 com-
panies, and Federal contractors on implementation of dis-
ability inclusion practices. Means and standard deviations 
of the weighted implementation scores and utilization 
rates are presented in Tables 2, 3, and 4.

Company Size

One-way ANOVA showed that the effect of company sizes 
on disability inclusion practices was significant, F (2, 
461) = 24.87, p < .001. Post hoc analysis using the Tukey 
HSD test indicated that the mean implementation scores for 
large-size companies (n = 226; M = 52.16, SD = 8.45) and 
mid-size companies (n = 135; M = 50.78, SD = 8.92) were 
significantly higher than small-size companies (n = 103; 
M = 44.26, SD = 12.22). However, there is no significant 
difference between large-size and mid-size companies. As 

a SOC stages of implementation, Weighted SOC SOC weighted by relative importance
b Correlation with utilization rate
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 1  (continued)

Disability inclusion practice Importance 
score M 
(SD)

SOC  scorea M (SD) Relative impor-
tance score M 
(SD)

Weighted 
SOC score M 
(SD)

Pearson rb

27. Have a disability accommodation policy 3.28 (0.91) 3.17 (1.09) 0.032 (0.008) 0.103 (0.044) .15**
28. Have an accommodations budget line item to cover 

costs of accommodations for employees
2.96 (0.99) 2.75 (1.17) 0.028 (0.007) 0.080 (0.042) .26***

29. Have a mechanism to assess the number of people with 
disabilities in the company

2.86 (1.06) 2.67 (1.22) 0.027 (0.008) 0.077 (0.044) .20***

30. Have a mentoring program to promote advancement of 
diverse persons

3.02 (0.98) 2.58 (1.21) 0.029 (0.007) 0.091 (0.039) .19***

31. The workplace is accessible to people with disabilities 3.35 (0.97) 3.30 (1.02) 0.033 (0.010) 0.113 (0.054) .02
32. The Sect. 503 Voluntary Self-Identification of Disabil-

ity Form has been implemented in the HR new employee 
processing system

3.23 (1.03) 3.14 (1.10) 0.031 (0.010) 0.104 (0.053) .05

33. Senior leadership clearly communicates its commitment 
to meet the 7% utilization goal of people with disabilities. 
- Importance

2.78 (1.12) 2.69 (1.15) 0.027 (0.009) 0.078 (0.047) .22***

34. Provide disability inclusion training for company’s HR 
recruiters

3.04 (1.11) 2.93 (1.15) 0.029 (0.010) 0.092 (0.051) .21***

Table 2  Company size, 
implementation of disability 
inclusion practice, and 
utilization rate

***p < .001

Outcome measure Small
(M, SD)

Medium
(M, SD)

Large
(M, SD)

F (2, 461)

Implementation score 44.26 (12.22) 50.78 (8.92) 52.16 (8.45) 24.87***
Utilization rate 1.20% (1.93%) 2.81% (2.19%) 3.53% (2.28%) 40.19***

Table 3  Fortune 500 company, implementation of disability inclusion 
practice, and utilization rate

***p < .001

Outcome measure Non-fortune 500
M (SD)

Fortune 500
M (SD)

F (1, 461)

Implementation score 48.96 (10.61) 52.58 (7.59) 12.24***
Utilization rate 2.34% (2.29%) 4.04% (2.11%) 52.55***
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expected, the standard deviation for small-size companies 
is greater than large- and mid-size companies, indicating a 
large variation among small-size companies in the imple-
mentation of disability inclusion practices. Taken together, 
these results suggest that company size does affect disabil-
ity inclusion practices, with small companies less likely to 
implement disability inclusion practices.

One-way ANOVA showed that the effect of company size 
on employment rates of people with disabilities was also 
significant, F (2, 461) = 40.19, p < .001. Post hoc analysis 
using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score for 
large-size companies (n = 226; M = 3.53%, SD = 2.28%) 
was significantly higher than mid-size companies (n = 135; 
M = 2.81%, SD = 2.19%) and small-size companies (n = 103; 
M = 1.20%, SD = 1.93%). The mean employment score for 
mid-size companies was also significantly higher than 
small-size companies. Collectively, these results suggest 
that company sizes do have an effect on employment rates 
of people with disabilities, with large-size companies hav-
ing the highest representation of people with disabilities in 
their workforces and small companies having the lowest 
representation.

Fortune 500 Company

One-way ANOVA showed that the effect of being a For-
tune 500 company on disability inclusion practices was sig-
nificant, F (1, 461) = 12.24, p < .001. The result indicated 
that the means score for Fortune 500 companies (n = 126; 
M = 52.58, SD = 7.59) was significantly higher than the mean 
score for non- Fortune 500 companies (n = 337; M = 48.96, 
SD = 10.61). Fortune 500 companies are more likely to 
emphasize and implement disability inclusion practices 
to recruit, hire, and retain people with disabilities in their 
workforces.

One-way ANOVA also showed that the effect of being a 
Fortune 500 company on employment rates of people with 
disabilities was significant, F (1, 461) = 52.55, p < .001. The 
result indicated that the means score for Fortune 500 com-
panies (n = 126; M = 4.04%, SD = 2.11%) was significantly 
higher than the mean score for non- Fortune 500 compa-
nies (n = 337; M = 2.34%, SD = 2.29%). Fortune 500 com-
panies had significantly higher employment rates of people 
with disabilities in their workforces than non-Fortune 500 
companies.

Federal Contractors

One-way ANOVA showed that the effect of Federal con-
tract on disability inclusion practices was significant, F (1, 
464) = 34.78, p < .001. The result indicated that the means 
score for Federal contractors (Sect. 503 companies; n = 220; 
M = 52.79, SD = 7.46) was significantly higher than the 
mean score for non-Federal contractors (n = 246; M = 47.50, 
SD = 11.26). Federal contractors are more likely to empha-
size and implement disability inclusion practices to include 
people with disabilities in their workforces.

One-way ANOVA showed that the effect of companies 
with Federal contracts on employment rates of people with 
disabilities was significant, F (1, 464) = 50.70, p < .001. The 
result indicated that the mean score for Federal contractors 
(Sect. 503 companies) (n = 220; M = 3.57%, SD = 2.15%) 
was significantly higher than the mean score for non-Federal 
contractors (n = 246; M = 2.09%, SD = 2.32%). Federal con-
tractors have significantly higher representation of people 
with disabilities in their workforce than companies without 
Federal contracts.

Discussion

The present study examined the relationships between 
company characteristics, disability inclusion practices, and 
employment of people with disabilities. For company char-
acteristics, results indicate large- and mid-size companies 
do have higher disability inclusion practice implementation 
scores and higher employment rates of people with disabili-
ties in their workforces than small-size companies. We also 
found that both Fortune 500 companies and Federal contrac-
tors have higher implementation scores and representation of 
people with disabilities in their workforces than non-Fortune 
500 companies and non-Federal contractors. Although Fed-
eral contractors are required to meet a 7% utilization goal of 
people with disabilities in their workforces, in the present 
study, Fortune 500 companies with 4.04% utilization rate is 
appreciably higher than the 3.57% rate of Federal contrac-
tors. In addition, the sizes of companies that receive Federal 
contracts can vary significantly. In the present study, 61.2% 
of the Federal contractors are large-size companies and 
38.8% are small- to mid-size companies. It should be noted 
that although small-size companies have lower disability 

Table 4  Federal contractors, 
implementation of disability 
inclusion practice, and 
utilization rate

***p < .001

Outcome measure Non-federal contractor
M (SD)

Federal contractor
M (SD)

F (1, 464)

Implementation score 47.50 (11.26) 52.79 (7.46) 34.78***
Utilization rate 2.09% (2.32%) 3.57% (2.15%) 50.70***



470 Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation (2021) 31:463–473

1 3

inclusion practices implementation scores, with an average 
rate of 1.92%, small-size companies are still a viable option 
for employment of people with disabilities.

For disability inclusion practices, we found that these 
practices can be classified into two major domains: lead-
ership/executive management level disability inclusion 
practices (Level 1) and middle-managers, supervisors, and 
staff level disability inclusion practices (Level 2). Level 1 
practices have higher implementation scores and correla-
tions with utilization rate than Level 2 practices. It repre-
sents leadership/executive’s commitments and efforts to 
influence down and across the organization to drive behav-
ior change. It reflects the actions leadership/executive have 
taken to communicate their strong commitments and provide 
the infrastructure and resources needed to foster a work-
place culture that supports the inclusion of employees with 
disabilities. Specifically, in successful companies, commit-
ment at the highest level of the organization is communi-
cated clearly to managers, supervisors and coworkers and in 
the company’s website. Leadership sets utilization goals for 
employment of persons with disabilities at all levels (includ-
ing senior management) of the organization and assures 
there is a mechanism (e.g., the Voluntary Self-Identification 
of Disability Form CC-305 created by the U.S. Department 
of Labor) in the company’s human resources information 
systems to track the number of people with disabilities work-
ing in the organization. Form CC-305 is available from the 
United States Department of Labor’s Office of Federal Con-
tract Compliance Programs website. Senior management 
is also mandated to conduct an annual review to evaluate 
disability inclusion efforts and outcome. To encourage unit 
heads, department heads, and project managers with hiring 
authority to hire and retain employees with disabilities, suc-
cessful companies establish an enterprise-wide accommo-
dations budget line item to pay for applicant and employee 
accommodations. In addition to financial support, success-
ful companies also ascertain the organization has in-house 
(or contractual) disability management specialists who are 
knowledgeable and have the expertise to manage issues 
related to the ADA and job accommodations. Leadership 
of successful companies also underscores the importance 
of disability inclusion training (disability inclusion prepar-
edness) for their managers and staff. Findings of Level 1 
practices strongly supported the importance of the top down 
approach to change workplace culture and disability inclu-
sion climate and to foster a welcoming climate for people 
with disabilities.

Level 2 practices have a focus on execution of disabil-
ity inclusion practices by mid-level managers and staff to 
recruit, hire, and retain people with disabilities. For example, 
practices consist of collecting data and reporting progress 
toward hiring persons with disabilities to senior manage-
ment, establishing a paid internship program for high school 

and college students with disabilities, partnering with state 
vocational rehabilitation agencies and community-based 
rehabilitation and health organizations to recruit qualified 
individuals with disabilities, and developing strategies to 
attract qualified applications from persons with disabilities. 
Other practices include presenting disability and employ-
ment as a topic in new employee orientation and in diver-
sity and inclusion training and providing disability inclusion 
training for employees at all levels of the organization to 
demystify misperceptions about people with disabilities and 
their health conditions, job performance and social function-
ing. Interesting, in the demand-side employment literature, 
inclusion of disability in companies’ diversity inclusion poli-
cies and procedures is a significant predictor of employment 
of people with disabilities in the workplace. However, in 
this study, the correlation between disability inclusion pol-
icy and employment of people with disabilities is only 0.17 
(p < .001; midway between small to medium effect sizes). 
There are many disability-inclusion practices with higher 
correlations with utilization rate than inclusion of disability 
in diversity inclusion policies and procedures.

Our findings clearly indicate the significant role leader-
ship/senior management play in supporting or hindering 
the inclusion of people with disabilities in their workplaces, 
along with their influence on fostering an inviting atmos-
phere for people with disabilities to perform their jobs suc-
cessfully in the organization. It underscores the importance 
of finding effective ways to connect with leadership/senior 
executives in order to promote employment opportunities for 
people with disabilities.

Implications for Disability Services Providers

People with disabilities have a human right to work [36]. 
The positive effects of gainful employment on the health 
and well-being of people with disabilities are well docu-
mented [2, 5]. However, the employment rate of people with 
disabilities is low compared to people without disabilities, 
making them vulnerable to the negative consequences of 
unemployment and poverty [8]. It is alarming that in 2019, 
when the United States’ economy was approaching full 
employment and managers were reporting a high demand 
for workers, employers were still not hiring large numbers of 
people with disabilities [17]. With the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the U. S. economy is entering another recession [19]. When 
the supply of workers is higher than the demand for workers, 
employers will be even more reluctant to hire people with 
disabilities.

Transition specialists, VR counselors, and other dis-
ability services providers must use innovative strategies to 
identify employers who have a high propensity to hire peo-
ple with disabilities and redouble their efforts to connect 
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and cooperate with employers to identify types of workers 
and job positions they need to fill and provide appropriate 
training for their clients to fill those positions. In the cur-
rent study, large companies, Fortune 500 companies, and 
Federal contractors were most receptive to hiring people 
with disabilities. Leadership and district managers in state 
vocational rehabilitation agencies need to build relation-
ships with senior executives of these types of companies to 
influence their attitudes toward hiring people with disabili-
ties. A good working relationship between leaders in state 
vocational rehabilitation agencies and leaders in business 
organizations can create opportunities for rehabilitation 
counselors, transition specialists and other disability ser-
vices providers/vendors to connect with business leaders. 
In turn, transition specialists, rehabilitation counselors, 
and other disability service providers also need to increase 
their employer engagement efforts by developing work-
ing relationships with companies that are active in the 
US Business Leadership Network (USBLN), Society for 
Human Resource Management (SHRM), the ADA regional 
centers, and Chamber of Commerce organizations in their 
communities. The Disability Inclusion Profiler used in this 
study can be a useful tool for vocational rehabilitation pro-
fessionals to initiate relationships with local companies by 
helping employers assess workplace culture and disability 
inclusion climate and provide disability inclusion train-
ing for their employees without disabilities and workplace 
support for employees with disabilities.

Previous demand-side employment research revealed 
that countries that use an employment quota system (e.g., 
Germany, France, and Japan) tend to have smaller disabil-
ity employment gaps (i.e., the difference between employ-
ment rates of people without disabilities and people with 
disabilities) than countries that use anti-discrimination 
legislation (e.g., the United Kingdom and the United 
States; [37]). Federal contractors in the United States are 
expected to meet the utilization goal of 7% of people with 
disabilities in their workforces [30]. For Federal contrac-
tors who fail to meet the 7% aspiration goal, they must 
take steps to determine whether and where impediments to 
equal employment exist. This includes assessing existing 
personnel processes, the effectiveness of its outreach and 
recruitment efforts, the results of its affirmative action pro-
gram audit, and any other areas that might affect the suc-
cess of the affirmative action program. After conducting 
this assessment, the contractor must develop and execute 
action-oriented programs to correct any identified problem 
areas [30]. Rehabilitation counselors, transition specialists 
and other disability services providers should focus on 
identifying Federal contractors who are not meeting the 
7% utilization rate and offer to provide technical assistance 
to increase the pool of qualified workers with disabilities 
in these companies.

Limitations

The sample size (N = 446) for the present study is relatively 
large. Although there is evidence to support the use of Ama-
zon’s Mechanical Turk for data collection [33, 34], there 
are studies that caution about the reliability and quality of 
the research data collected by this method [38]. Additional 
research using contact lists from the Society for Human 
Resource Management (SHRM) and lists of Federal con-
tractors purchased from the Office of Federal Contract Com-
pliance Programs is warranted. In addition, a review of the 
disability inclusion practice ratings suggests that there may 
be two levels of practices. This is the first time the Disability 
Inclusion Profiler has been used, and further psychometric 
testing is warranted.

Conclusions

The current study evaluated the relationship between com-
pany characteristics, disability inclusion practices, and 
employment rates of people with disabilities. Results indi-
cate large and mid-sized companies, Fortune 500 companies, 
and Federal contractors are most likely to hire people with 
disabilities in their workforces. Disability inclusion prac-
tices can be divided into those requiring leadership/execu-
tive management commitments and efforts to drive behav-
ioral change down and across the organization, and those 
that are implemented by mid-level managers, supervisors, 
and staff to recruit, hire, and retain people with disabilities. 
The top down approach is vitally important for changing 
workplace culture and climate to support the inclusion of 
people with disabilities in the workplace. These findings can 
be used by transition specialists, rehabilitation counselors, 
and other disability service providers to engage and connect 
with employers for the purpose of increasing employment 
opportunity for people with disabilities in the post COVID-
19 economy.
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