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Abstract
Purpose Despite existing employment-related legislation and governmental programs, people with disabilities continue to 
face significant barriers to competitive employment. These obstacles are partially due to biases among employers regard-
ing the contributions of people with disabilities and perceptions about accommodation costs, which can affect their hiring 
decisions. Existing research on employment barriers and facilitators often treats people with disabilities homogenously and 
focuses mainly on large companies. This study helps to fill these gaps by exploring the motivations and challenges small 
employers face when hiring people with disabilities and how their attitudes and willingness to hire vary based on disability 
type.
Methods We surveyed business owners and decision-makers at companies with fewer than 100 employees resulting in a sam-
ple of 393 company respondents. Through descriptive analyses, we examined variations in respondents’ willingness to hire 
and the prevailing attitudes among the company leaders sampled. We explored how employer attitudes can either hinder or 
support the hiring of people with disabilities. We conducted multivariate analysis to explore the connections among attitudinal 
barriers, facilitators, and willingness to hire individuals with various disabilities, reflecting disability’s heterogeneous nature.
Results Our findings reveal that, in terms of hiring people with disabilities, the most important concerns among employers 
are: inability to discipline, being unfamiliar with how to hire and accommodate, and uncertainty over accommodation costs. 
These concerns do not differ between employers covered by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and non-covered 
employers. However, ADA-coverage may make a difference as ADA-covered employers are more likely to say they would 
hire an applicant with a disability. We find that for small companies (less than 15 employees), the positive effect of the 
facilitators (positive perceptions about workers with disabilities) almost completely offsets the negative effect of the barriers. 
However, for the larger companies, the marginal effect for an additional barrier is significantly more predictive than for an 
additional facilitator. Among the disabilities we examined, employers are least likely to hire someone with blindness, fol-
lowed by mental health disabilities, intellectual disabilities, deafness, and physical disabilities, underscoring that employers 
do not view all types of disabilities as equally desirable at work.
Conclusions Understanding small employers’ underlying concerns and effectively addressing those factors is crucial for 
developing effective intervention strategies to encourage small employers to hire and retain people with different disabilities. 
Our results suggest greater openness among ADA-covered employers to hiring people with disabilities, but the perceived 
barriers indicate a need for ongoing information on effective intervention strategies to increase disability hiring among all 
small employers.
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Introduction

In 2023, the employment rate of working-age people with 
disabilities in the United States was 37.3%, compared with 
75.5% of persons without disabilities, despite evidence that, 
relative to their non-disabled counterparts, non-employed 
people with disabilities are as likely to want a job but 
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less likely to be actively searching [1]. Even when they 
are actively searching, people with disabilities are twice 
as likely as others to be unable to find work [2]. Despite 
employment-related legislation, policies, and programs that 
attempt to close this gap, individuals with disabilities con-
tinue to face significant barriers in accessing employment 
opportunities [3, 4]. Their un- and underemployment stems 
from both “supply side” (those seeking jobs) and “demand 
side” (employer) factors [5, 6]. Because employers make the 
decisions to hire people with disabilities, this study focuses 
on the latter. We explore employers’ stereotypes and atti-
tudes that act as barriers or facilitators to hiring people with 
disabilities. Furthermore, rather than treating disability as 
a homogeneous group, this study investigates variations in 
the willingness of small businesses to hire individuals with 
different types of disabilities to help determine the effect 
those differences may have.

We focus on small businesses with fewer than 100 
employees because they account for 97% of businesses 
in the U.S., employ over half the workforce [7], and are 
considered “the lifeblood of the U.S. economy” [8]. Even 
though companies with over 15 employees are subject to the 
workplace non-discrimination requirements of the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act (ADA) [9], extant research indi-
cates that only 12% of small companies (5–14 employees) 
and 29% of medium sized companies (15–249 employees) 
employ people with disabilities, compared with 68% of large 
employers [10]. Nevertheless, most studies on increasing 
disability employment focus on concerns and practices that 
are relevant and appropriate for larger businesses. They do 
not adequately account for the differences in capacity, pri-
orities, and operational procedures between large and small 
companies [11]. Various studies show that the size of the 
organization and industry are correlated with hiring inten-
tions and/or disability hiring. Larger organizations are more 
likely to hire people with disabilities [10, 12]. Given the 
limited knowledge about hiring among small businesses, as 
well as early indicators that these types of organizations are 
less likely than large ones to hire people with disabilities, 
research is needed to further explore the unique barriers and 
facilitators facing small businesses.

Most of the relevant research on employment and 
employer hiring intentions studies people with disabilities 
as a homogenous and monolithic group [13, 14] or chooses 
to study a single type of disability [15, 16]. Aligned with 
prior arguments that “observers automatically categorize 
individuals according to several disability subtypes” [17] 
p. 356], we expect that there will be substantial differences 
in employers’ willingness and intention to hire people with 
disabilities based on the type of disability. This is likely 
due to differences in the extent and level of the employers’ 
perceived stereotypes and attitudinal biases towards people 
with different disabilities [17]. The type of disability and 

employers’ perceived biases concerning job performance of 
those employees can also affect an employer’s decision to 
hire people with certain disabilities [18].

Multiple studies corroborate that employers are more 
reluctant to hire people with any type of disability, indicat-
ing the presence of discrimination [19, 20]. Discrimination 
also appears to be a factor influencing hiring decisions when 
specific types of disability are considered. Studies report 
that employers voiced concerns about certain types of dis-
abilities, for example, people who use wheelchairs [21, 22], 
people with visual impairments [23, 24], people with psy-
chiatric disabilities [25] and people with developmental dis-
abilities [26]. Similarly, recent data on employment rates of 
people with disabilities show that individuals with hearing 
difficulties have the highest employment rate at 52%, closely 
followed by vision (40.3%), cognitive (31.9%), and ambula-
tory (23.1%) disabilities [27]. However, the majority of these 
studies focus on a single type of disability. Given these find-
ings, there is value in exploring employer attitudes toward 
different disability types in a single, comparative study.

This study explores three research questions designed 
to inform tailored strategies that foster a more inclusive and 
diverse workforce: First, how do small businesses perceive 
and prioritize various barriers and facilitators when consid-
ering the employment of individuals with disabilities and 
what is the moderating role of the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act (ADA)? Second, to what extent do small businesses 
exhibit favorable perceptions towards certain types of dis-
abilities over others when making hiring decisions? Third, 
what is the relationship between barriers and facilitators and 
stated hiring likelihood?

In this study, we focus on barriers and facilitators identi-
fied in the literature. Importantly, many of these barriers are 
based on stereotypes of people with disabilities, such as the 
stereotype of incompetence leading to the barrier of employ-
ers believing candidates with disabilities are not qualified, or 
lack of knowledge, such as uncertainty about accommoda-
tions leading to the barrier of employers worrying about the 
cost to accommodate. In contrast, facilitators come largely 
from contextual aspects, such as the legal or competitive 
environment or the organizational culture, all of which can 
serve to encourage disability hiring.

Stereotypes and Barriers

The literature reports several prominent employer-related 
attitudinal barriers to hiring people with disabilities in gen-
eral. First, numerous scholars cited stigma (or perceived 
negative attitudes among some employers) as a key bar-
rier to employers’ hiring intentions and/or actual hiring 
of people with disabilities [12, 23, 25, 26, 28, 29]. Some 
research has reported specific negative beliefs or stereotypes 
that employers hold concerning the abilities, capabilities, 
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productivity, and potential impact on coworkers and custom-
ers, of employees with disabilities [3, 24, 30]. For example, 
some stereotypes about people with disabilities may be that 
they are helpless, unsociable, dependent, unhappy, or less 
competent [31].

Second, several studies found that lack of knowledge and 
experience with disability, and how to onboard, support, 
manage, and retain employees with disabilities, hinders hir-
ing intentions and/or hiring of people with disabilities [3, 
12, 24, 30], particularly in small businesses that may not 
have human resource departments and may take an infor-
mal approach to human resource management [32]. Lack 
of knowledge and experience with disability can increase 
the use of stereotypes, which can heighten concerns relating 
to the qualifications, recruitment, and selection process of 
applicants with disabilities, integrating people with disabili-
ties in the organization, occupational and health concerns, 
and disciplinary action and termination of employment of 
an employee with a disability [3].

A third major barrier to hiring intentions and/or hiring of 
people with disabilities relates to the cost of accommoda-
tions, both real or perceived, by the employer [3, 26, 28, 30]. 
Despite evidence that the costs of accommodations are in 
most instances minimal, many small employers still fear that 
accommodating an employee with a disability will be costly 
[5, 33]. In addition to concerns about potential structural 
accommodation costs, it is worth noting that research has 
shown that employers worry about potential “administrative 
burden” regarding the extra time and effort that supervisors 
may need to commit to manage the work of employees with 
disabilities [30].

Facilitators

The literature also reports an array of demand-side promo-
tors (or facilitators) to employers’ intentions to hire and/or 
hiring of people with disabilities. For example, disability 
employment legislation and policies were shown to serve as 
facilitators [12, 21, 24]. In addition, previous work experi-
ence with employees with disabilities [12] and need to gain 
a competitive advantage [30] were also shown to promote 
hiring and hiring intentions. Finally, organizational cli-
mate, culture, and policies that are committed to diversity 
and inclusion [12, 25, 34] and the hiring organization’s pro-
social inclinations and a sense of social responsibility were 
found to promote hiring intentions and/or hiring of people 
with disabilities [30]. In addition to promoting hiring, char-
acteristics such as workplace culture, co-worker support, 
and the presence of an effective diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion (DEI) policy increases the engagement of workers with 
disabilities in the company as evidenced through heightened 
organizational citizenship behavior [35].

Survey Development and Procedure

A team of researchers from the Burton Blatt Institute at 
Syracuse University and Rutgers University, including the 
co-authors of this study, developed a set of questions based 
on a thorough review of extant qualitative and quantitative 
studies identifying demand side barriers and facilitators 
to disability employment, particularly focused upon the 
experiences of small businesses.

The questions were fielded as part of the on-line SSRS 
Multi-client Small Business Omnibus Survey conducted 
in August 2022. The disability-related questions were pre-
ceded by unrelated questions developed by another SSRS 
client and prefaced with the following statement: “Now, 
changing the subject… An individual with a disability is 
defined as a person who has a physical, sensory, cognitive, 
or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more 
major life activities.”

SSRS established targets for interviewing based on 
(1) number of employees, (2) type of business, and (3) 
region. The targets for number of employees were a strati-
fication of the sample across four employee range groups.

Data were weighted to be representative of the target 
population and calibrated to correct for the sample target 
and differential nonresponse along Industry Type, Number 
of Employees, and Census Region. The distributions for 
the parameters were obtained from the Dun & Bradstreet 
(D&B) database. Among companies with fewer than 100 
employees in the US, 62% have fewer than five employees 
and only 9% have 20 or more employees [7]. However, the 
survey stratifies across size, as a result, 31.6% of survey 
respondents have fewer than five employees and 34.8% 
have 20 or more employees. Because of the composition 
of the sample compared to the true size distribution of 
small companies in the US, companies with 20 or more 
employees had significantly lower weights than the smaller 
companies.

A total of 500 business owners, presidents, and general 
managers of small businesses with 100 or fewer employees 
completed the online survey. Respondents were required to 
identify themselves as the person most or partially respon-
sible for making the day-to-day decisions in the company 
(69.2% were owners and 30.2% were managers of the busi-
ness operation).

For the data analysis, we excluded responses from 93 
businesses with only one employee and 14 businesses who 
responded “not sure” or “prefer not to answer” on all ques-
tions related to barriers and facilitators. Although “not 
sure” is considered a valid response in the analysis, reply-
ing “not sure” to all questions indicated the respondent 
was not engaged with the survey. The characteristics of 
these 14 businesses did not differ significantly from the 
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rest of the sample. This reduced the sample down to 393 
organizations with more than one employee. Respondents 
in the final sample work in 41 different states, with 21.9% 
of them operating in home-based businesses (n = 86). Over 
half (56.7%) had 15 or more employees, meaning that they 
are covered under the employment provisions of the ADA.

Because the original sample had an underrepresentation 
of small companies compared to the actual composition of 
small businesses in the U.S. and the sample is weighted to 
address this imbalance, the weighted characteristics dif-
fer from the sample in several notable ways. First, a much 
larger proportion of the weighted sample have fewer than 
15 employees (i.e., not covered by the ADA) than the 
unweighted sample. Additionally, the weighted sample 
represents a higher proportion of companies with zero 
employees with disabilities. These differences caused by the 
weighting are mitigated by dividing the sample into ADA 
and non-ADA-covered companies.

Measures

Outcome Measure

Likelihood to Hire

Participants were asked “If you were to hire one or more per-
sons with a disability into your business, how likely might 
you be to hire persons with the following categories of dis-
abilities?” Participants were asked to rate their response for 
each disability type on a 3-point scale of 1 = not likely, 2 = a 
little likely, and 3 = very likely, with options for not sure and 
prefer not to answer. The categories of disability types were 
intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD), blindness, 
deafness, physical or mobility disabilities, and mental health 
disabilities (referred to on the survey as mental illnesses). 
These categories were randomized during the administra-
tion of the survey. For parts of the analysis, the likelihood 
variables were recoded into a binary variable where 1 is 
“very likely” and 0 is all other responses (not likely, a little 
likely, and not sure). We coded responses of not likely, a lit-
tle likely, and unsure together as they all convey hesitation in 
hiring people with disabilities whereas very likely does not.

Independent Variables

Barriers

Barriers to hiring people with disabilities were captured in 
a question that provided participants with a list of potential 
concerns and asked them to rate each based on their level 
of concern using a 3-point scale where 1 = not a concern, 
2 = somewhat of a concern, and 3 = major concern, with 

options for not sure and prefer not to answer. Barriers listed 
were: (1) People with disabilities do not apply to the jobs; 
(2) They apply but do not meet the qualifications; (3) That 
the respondent is not familiar with how to hire or accom-
modate an employee with a disability; (4) That employees 
with disabilities are not as productive; (5) That you cannot 
discipline or fire a worker with a disability due to possible 
legal issues; (6) Uncertainty about cost of accommodations; 
(7) Concerns that other employees may feel it is unfair that 
an employee with a disability receives an accommodation; 
(8) Belief that overall costs outweigh the benefits; and (9) 
Concerns about reactions of clients or customers when inter-
acting with employees with disabilities. These potential bar-
riers were informed by the literature identifying both prac-
tical challenges to hiring people with disabilities (such as 
people with disabilities do not apply to the job), uncertainty 
on the part of the employer (such as not familiar with how to 
hire and accommodate), and common negative stereotypes 
about people with disabilities, their capabilities, and difficul-
ties related to employing them. The statements were rand-
omized during the administration of the survey to reduce any 
response bias that may have arisen based on the order of the 
questions. For parts of the analysis, barriers were recoded 
as a binary variable. In this recoding, 0 represents “not a 
concern,” while 1 represents “at least some concern” and 
includes the original responses of “somewhat a concern,” 
“major concern,” and “not sure.”

Facilitators

Facilitators to hiring people with disabilities were captured 
in a question that provided participants with a list of factors 
to consider when hiring employees and asked them to rate 
each of them based on how important the factor was in their 
decision to hire or not hire, on a 3-point scale where 1 = not 
important, 2 = somewhat important, and 3 = very important, 
with options for not sure and prefer not to answer. Facilita-
tors listed were: (1) Factors or personal experience or famili-
arity with disabilities motivating the respondent to hire; (2) 
Hiring people with disabilities improves the company’s 
business image in the community; (3) Employees with dis-
abilities contribute to a positive and more productive work 
environment; (4) Employees with disabilities contribute to 
business’s bottom-line through knowledge and productivity; 
(5) The business has a diversity hiring policy that includes 
recruiting and hiring qualified people with disabilities; (6) 
Respondent is motivated to hire people with disabilities 
after hearing or reading about costs vs. benefits of hiring 
them; and (7) The respondent was motivated by government 
policies such as those encouraging federal contractors and 
employers to hire people with disabilities. These statements 
were also randomized during the administration of the sur-
vey. For parts of the analysis, facilitators were recoded as 
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a binary variable were 0 represents “not important” while 
1 is “at least somewhat important” and includes original 
responses of somewhat important, very important, or not 
sure.

Moderating Variables

Covered by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

Title I of the ADA prohibits companies with 15 or more 
employees from discriminating against qualified individu-
als with disabilities and requires these employers to pro-
vide reasonable accommodations to qualified candidates 
and employees with disabilities. Based on the number of 
employees reported, we constructed a binary variable where 

Table 1  Sample characteristics unweighted, weighted and by company Size

N = 393

Unweighted % of 
total

Weighted % of 
total

Weighted % non-
ADA

Weighted % 
ADA

p value: weighted 
ADA v non-ADA

Number of employees
2–14 43.3 92.0
15–99 56.7 8.0
Respondent role 0.00
Owner 63.0 80.0 82.0 54.0
Manager 37.0 20.0 18.0 46.0
Number of years in business 0.07
0–4 13.6 18.4 19.0 10.9
1–9 16.9 16.4 16.4 16.8
10–19 24.3 28.7 29.2 23.3
20 or more 45.3 36.5 35.4 49.0
Annual revenue 0.00
Under $100 K 8.7 20.4 21.9 2.7
$100 K to < $500 K 20.7 34.9 36.7 15.2
$500 K to < $1 M 19.9 20.9 21.6 13.5
$1 M to < $5 M 35.7 20.3 17.7 49.8
$5 M or more 15.0 3.5 2.1 18.9
Industry 0.42
Agriculture, forestry, or mining 3.1 5.2 5.4 2.2
Construction 13.5 11.5 11.4 12.4
Manufacturing 9.4 5.0 4.6 9.2
Transportation, communication, or utilities 6.1 6.4 6.1 10.0
Wholesale trade 1.8 3.4 3.4 2.8
Retail trade 15.5 15.0 14.8 16.3
Finance, insurance, or real estate 10.2 9.8 10.1 6.4
% with disabilities 0.00
0% 77.9 87.1 88.2 72.6
0–2.99% 4.4 0.5 0.1 5.7
3–6.99% 6.8 0.9 0.0 12.3
7% or more 10.9 11.6 11.7 9.3
Disability relationship
Self (including veteran with a disability) 6.6 7.7 7.9 4.5 0.20
Family member 16.5 19.0 19.0 18.9 0.98
Relative or close friend 28.0 24.6 23.7 34.2 0.06
Co-worker 12.7 6.6 5.7 16.2 0.01
None of these 46.1 50.1 50.9 41.8 0.13
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0 = not covered by the ADA (fewer than 15 employees) and 
1 = covered by the ADA (15 or more employees). Among the 
respondents used in the analysis, 56.7% were covered by the 
ADA accounting for 8% of the weighted sample (Table 1).

Control Variables

Respondent Job Category

Respondents were asked to report their job category (i.e., 
whether they were an owner or a manager). We included 
this variable because, although it is not highlighted in the 
literature, we expected that managers may feel more con-
strained by company policies, protocols, and compliance 
issues, potentially making them more circumspect in their 
hiring practices. Whereas, business owners, especially those 
running smaller businesses, might have more flexibility in 
decision-making, which could allow them to adopt more 
inclusive attitudes and practices. Owners represent almost 
two-thirds (63%) of our overall sample. Respondents from 
small companies (fewer than 15 employees) were more 
likely to be owners than respondents from larger compa-
nies. (Table 1).

Employees with Disabilities

This variable was calculated based on the reported number 
of employees and the number known to have a disability. 
For the multivariate analysis, we collapsed this into a binary 
variable where 1 indicated the company had at least one 
employee with a disability. 77.9% of respondents reported 
they had no employees with disabilities and 22.1% reported 
having employees with disabilities (Table 1).

Number of Years in Business

We include this in the multivariate models as a continuous 
variable. 45.3% of the sample have been in business for 20 
or more years.

Industry

Respondent identified their industry as Agriculture, Forestry 
or Mining Construction; Manufacturing; Transportation, 
Communication, or Utilities; Wholesale Trade; Retail Trade; 
Finance, Insurance, or Real Estate, or Business or Personal 
Services. Because of the small number of responses from 
some categories, for the multivariate analysis we combined 
agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and wholesale 
trade into one category of “other.”

Knowing Someone with a Disability

Respondents were asked to select all from a list in response 
to “Do you or does someone you know have a disability?” 
The valid response options included: I have a disability; I 
am a Veteran with a disability; I have an immediate family 
member with a disability; I have a relative or close friend 
with a disability; I have coworker(s) with a disability; None 
of these apply. Respondents could choose all that apply. 
Most, but not all, veterans with a disability also chose “I 
have a disability.” For analysis, we collapsed the categories 
into a binary variable where 1 indicated that the respondent 
had a disability or knew at least one person with a disability 
from the categories mentioned. Around 7% of the organi-
zations were disability owned (see Table 1). 53.9% of the 
sample indicated they had some personal relationship with 
disability.

Data Analyses

To assess how small businesses perceive and prioritize vari-
ous barriers and facilitators when considering the employ-
ment of individuals with disabilities, we computed descrip-
tive statistics for each of the barriers and facilitators for the 
two groups (ADA and non-ADA). To identify differences 
based on the size of the company (and thus whether the 
company is covered under the ADA), we computed Pearson 
χ2 to assess the difference between the size groups in the 
nominal variables and a t-test to identify differences in the 
continuous variables.

To assess the extent to which small businesses exhibit 
favorable perceptions towards certain types of disabilities 
when making hiring decisions, we computed descriptive 
statistics for the likelihood of small businesses to hire each 
type of disability.

We then looked at the relationship between the barriers 
and facilitators and the likelihood to hire each disability 
type. A correlation table indicated that important controls 
to include are the type of respondent, years in business, num-
ber of employees, percent of employees with a disability, 
and whether the respondent lacked a connection to any per-
son with a disability (self, family member, relative or close 
friend, or coworker).

We conducted two sets of multivariate analyses. We con-
ducted a set of linear regressions where the dependent vari-
able is the composite hiring variable. In the first model, the 
independent variables include the composite barriers and 
facilitators. In the second model, the independent variables 
include the full set of 10 barriers and 7 facilitators coded as 
binary variables.

To better understand how barriers and facilitators differ 
based on the type of disability, we used the same two sets 
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of independent variables to estimate separate logit models 
for each disability type where the dependent variables are 
binary variables indicating if the employer is likely to hire a 
particular type of disability.

We conducted all analyses for the ADA and non-ADA 
businesses. This approach serves two purposes. First, it 
allows us to identify differences by size. Second, in the 
absence of dividing the sample, the views and perspec-
tives of the larger companies are not well represented in the 
results because of the weighting scheme. However, while 
there are fewer of these larger companies, they are impor-
tant to consider because they have more employees and thus 
more opportunities for disability hiring.

Results

Question 1: How do small businesses perceive and prior-
itize various barriers and facilitators when considering 
the employment of individuals with disabilities and what 
is the moderating role of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA)?

Barriers

Given a list of potential barriers to hiring employees with 
disabilities, respondents were asked to rate each based on a 
scale of not a concern, somewhat a concern, major concern 
and unsure. The three areas that created the most concern 
were: (1) cannot discipline; (2) unfamiliarity with how to 
hire and accommodate an employee with a disability; and 
(3) uncertainty about the cost of accommodation. Fairness 
for other employees and client/customer reaction were the 
least concerning (See Table 2). Notably, for each of the state-
ments, a relatively low percentage of respondents expressed 

any level of concern (this may be a case of social-desirability 
bias, a known challenge in disability research) [36].

For the questions that aligned with other studies, the mag-
nitude of the concerns found in this study were in the same 
range, albeit slightly lower for some concerns. For example, 
38.5% of this sample said “Cannot discipline or fire a worker 
with a disability due to possible legal issues” was at least 
somewhat a concern. In a similarly worded question, Gasper 
et al. found 50.4% of companies with 5–49 employees and 
43.6% of those with 50–249 employees said it was any con-
cern. Both studies found fewer than 30% of respondents had 
concerns about attitudes of customers and co-workers [10]. 
This contributes to the external validity of the results and 
likely generalizabilty outside of this study’s sample.

A comparison of attitudinal barriers between ADA and 
non-ADA companies found few significant differences in 
the prevalence of the concerns. However, the ranking of 
the concerns varied by employer size (Table 2). Inability to 
discipline an employee for fear of legal action was the top 
attitudinal barrier for companies regardless of their size and 
whether they are covered under the ADA. This seems coun-
terintuitive since companies with fewer than 15 employees 
are not covered by the law that could potentially impose a 
penalty. In a supplementary analysis, we considered whether 
non-ADA-covered companies were more likely to share this 
concern if they operated in states with disability anti-dis-
crimination laws that cover companies with lower employee 
thresholds than the one set by the ADA. However, we found 
that companies with fewer than 15 employees were equally 
likely to share the concern, regardless of state law. Small 
companies also tended to rank cost-related barriers (uncer-
tainty about job accommodations and costs outweigh bene-
fits) as bigger concerns, whereas large companies were more 
concerned about people with disabilities not applying to jobs 
and not being qualified (Table 2). Given the smaller budgets 
and resources typically available to smaller organizations, it 

Table 2  Attitudinal barriers to hiring people with disabilities

% with Concerns includes Somewhat a concern, Major Concern, and Don’t Know. p-value based on adjusted Wald test for each binary variable

Overall
% with concerns

Non-ADA
% with concerns

ADA
% with concerns

p-value
for difference

Cannot discipline 38.5% 39.0% 33.2% 0.32
Unfamiliar with how to hire and accommodate 36.5% 36.9% 32.1% 0.40
Uncertainty about cost of accommodation 35.1% 35.5% 31.6% 0.49
People with disabilities did not apply to the job(s) 27.8% 27.4% 32.3% 0.38
Potential cost outweigh benefits 26.6% 26.7% 26.2% 0.93
Not as productive 25.4% 25.1% 28.5% 0.51
Not qualified 24.8% 24.0% 31.8% 0.15
Fairness for other employees 20.6% 20.1% 27.2% 0.16
Client/customer reaction 13.0% 12.3% 22.1% 0.02
Overall barriers 1.30 1.29 1.37 0.15
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is not surprising that those companies would be more con-
cerned with costs than larger employers.

Finally, we created a measure of overall concerns as the 
mean of non-missing values of the nine concerns to con-
duct comparisons by company size. Our results show no 
statistical difference (p-value = 0.15) in the overall concerns 
between ADA-covered and non-ADA-covered companies 
(Table 2). This indicates that being covered by the ADA was 
not a significant predictor of an employer’s level of concern 
regarding potential barriers to hiring people with disabilities. 
Increased resources may result in larger companies being 
less concerned with cost barriers when considering hiring 
people with disabilities, but other potential barriers still 
serve as significant concerns for those employers.

Facilitators

Like the attitudinal barriers, respondents seemed to consider 
the facilitators as separate issues. Only 25.7% of the sam-
ple gave the same response to all questions. When asked 
about attitudes that may motivate companies to employ 
people with disabilities, respondents reported the belief 
that employees with disabilities contribute to the ‘bottom 
line’ through their knowledge, skills, and productivity and 
that hiring people with disabilities contributes to a positive 
and more productive work environment as the two most 
important facilitators (see Table 3). The two least important 
factors were government policies, such as those that encour-
age federal contractors and employers to hire people with 
disabilities and hearing or reading about the positive costs 
versus benefits of hiring this population (Table 3). Overall, 
employer size affected the reported importance of the facili-
tator variables, but it did not affect the order of importance 
(Table 3). For example, while both ADA-covered and non-
ADA-covered employers rated government policies as one 
of the least important factors, ADA-covered employers were 
much more likely to say government policies were a very 

important factor in their decision, likely because only these 
larger companies are affected by these government policies.

Finally, we calculated overall differences by company 
size. Based on a composite measure of facilitators defined 
as the mean of non-missing values of the seven facilitators, 
ADA-covered companies displayed a higher overall level 
of facilitators compared with smaller companies (Table 3).

Question 2: To what extent do small businesses exhibit 
favorable perceptions towards certain types of disabili-
ties over others when making hiring decisions?

When asked about likelihood to hire a person with a 
specific type of disability, the results indicate that respond-
ents assessed each disability type separately. Only 20% of 
respondents gave the same response for each of the five dis-
ability types, indicating that they differentiated between dis-
ability types rather than viewing all people with disabilities 
as the same.

Respondents said they were least likely to hire people 
who are blind (only 7.5% responded “very likely” and 65.4% 
responded not likely) and most likely to hire people with a 
physical disability (35.5% very likely and 10.2% not likely) 
(Fig. 1).

We computed the likelihood of hiring people with dif-
ferent types of disabilities separately for each of the ADA 
groups. Although the percentages differed somewhat, the 
order of willingness to hire remained from least to most 
likely: Blindness, mental health disabilities, IDD, deafness, 
and physical disabilities. ADA-covered companies were 
more likely to say they were “very likely” to hire people 
with each type of disability. The difference is statistically 
significant for blindness, mental health disabilities, and IDD 
(Table 4).

We computed a composite variable as the mean of non-
missing values and tested the relationship between ADA sta-
tus and this overall likelihood to hire a person with a disabil-
ity. ADA-covered employers were significantly more likely 
to say they would hire an applicant with a disability with 

Table 3  Attitudinal facilitators 
to hiring people with disabilities

% Important includes somewhat important, very important and don’t know. p-value based on adjusted Wald 
test of each binary variable

Overall
% Important

Non-ADA
% Important

ADA
% Important

p-value

Positive work environment 73.8% 73.1% 81.8% 0.09
Bottom line 69.7% 69.0% 77.5% 0.13
Company policy 60.6% 59.4% 74.9% 0.01
Improves corporate image 59.0% 58.0% 70.7% 0.03
Personal familiarity 53.9% 52.5% 69.1% 0.01
Costs versus benefits 46.2% 44.9% 61.2% 0.01
Government policies 40.0% 38.4% 57.8% 0.00
Overall facilitators 1.79 1.78 2.03 0.00
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a mean value of 2.14 compared with 1.90 for the smaller 
employers.

Question 3: What is the relationship between barriers 
and facilitators and hiring likelihood?

Next, using the standard controls explained earlier, we 
conducted four sets of analyses where we examined both 
composite scores and individual barriers/facilitators to 
understand their impact on the overall likelihood to hire 
individuals with disabilities, as well as the likelihood to hire 
each specific type of disability.

7.5%
13.3% 16.0%

35.5%

11.3%

26.7%
28.2%

29.9%65.4%

43.7%
42.1%

24.5%

15.7% 16.3% 13.8%
10.2%

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

100.0%

Blindness Mental Illness IDD Physical Disability

Very Likely A little likely Not likely Not Sure

Fig. 1  Likelihood of hiring people with different categories of disability types

Table 4  "Very likely" to hire, by disability type and employer size

P-value based on Pearson Chi Square adjusted for weighting scheme. 
Significant values (< 0.1) highlighted in bold. Overall willingness to 
hire score consists of the mean of non-missing values for 1–3 (very 
likely, a little likely, not likely). Not sure is considered missing

Non-ADA ADA P-value

Blindness 6.9% 15.4% 0.03
Mental health disabilities 12.3% 25.3% 0.01
IDD 15.2% 25.7% 0.04
Deafness 24.9% 32.1% 0.20
Physical disability 35.0% 41.9% 0.25
Overall willingness to hire 1.90 2.14 0.00

Table 5  Model 1-OLS regression predicting overall likelihood to hire 
from latent constructs of concerns and facilitators by company size 
subpopulations

Weighted N = 156–379. Model 2a uses the non-ADA subpopulation 
while Model 2b uses the ADA subpopulation. The omitted industry 
type is Transportation. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Model 2a
Non-ADA

Model 2b
ADA

Owner (versus manager) − 0.109 − 0.064
Percent disability employment − 0.026 0.025
Years in business − 0.003* − 0.003
Have disability relationships 0.080 0.122*
Industry
 Retail 0.073 0.227**
 Finance 0.062 0.199
 Business 0.099 0.177*
 Other 0.052 0.185*

Avg barriers − 0.227* − 0.299***
Avg facilitators 0.188** 0.112
Constant 0.259*** 0.188
R-Squared .1785 .1796
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In Model 1 (Table 5), which looks at the relationship 
between the overall likelihood to hire and the composite 
scores for barriers and facilitators, we find that for small 
companies (less than 15 employees), the positive marginal 
effect of the facilitators almost completely offsets the mar-
ginal negative effect of the barriers. However, for larger 
companies, the marginal effect of the barriers exceeds the 
marginal effect of the facilitators. Industry type was also 
shown to matter for the ADA-covered employers, with trans-
portation having significantly lower hiring likelihood than 
most other industries. Tying intentions to actual hiring, these 
results match with the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ data on 
employment of people with disabilities in 2023, which found 
that more people with disabilities were employed in retail 
trade (13.0% of employed people with disabilities) than in 
transportation and utilities (6.1%) [37].

Knowing someone with a disability is associated with 
an increase in the overall likelihood of being willing to hire 
a person with a disability for ADA-covered businesses by 
0.122. However, having a connection to someone with a dis-
ability was not a significant influence on hiring likelihood 
for smaller businesses.

In Model 2 (Table 6), we evaluated the effect of the over-
all measures of barriers and facilitators on being “very likely 
to hire” each type of disability and found that, for large com-
panies, barriers are negatively associated with likelihood to 
hire three of the five types of disabilities while the role of 
facilitators is not statistically significant (Table 6).

Next, we explored each of the barriers and facilitators 
separately, rather than the overall constructs, to identify spe-
cific attitudes that may affect the likelihood of hiring people 
with disabilities.

In Model 3 (Table 7), we consider the role of each bar-
rier and facilitator in predicting the overall likelihood of 
hiring a person with a disability. For small businesses, 
concerns about productivity affect the likelihood of hiring, 

whereas for large businesses, the perception that they can-
not discipline an employee with a disability discourages 
hiring. For large businesses, personal familiarity signifi-
cantly increases the likelihood of hiring people with dis-
abilities. For both ADA and non-ADA businesses, newer 
businesses indicated more hesitancy to hire people with 
disabilities.

In Model 4 (Appendix), we ran separate models, one for 
each disability type, including the standard controls and all 
nine barrier items and seven facilitator items.

These results suggest that barriers and facilitators may be 
differentially important depending on the size of the com-
pany and type of disability the candidate has (see Tables A1 
and A2 in the Appendix). Unfortunately, the results do not 
point to a discernable pattern. To account for the possibility 
of spurious results due to the analysis of numerous related 
independent variables, we conducted robustness tests. These 
tests involved estimating the model using different specifica-
tions of the independent variable including a multinomial 
logit using the four response levels (not likely, a little likely, 

Table 6  Model 2-Odds ratio logit of barriers and facilitators of hiring 
each type of disability by company size subpopulations

N = (156–379) Independent variables include all standard controls 
and standardized latent constructs of Concerns and Facilitators. 
Standard controls not shown.***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Non-ADA ADA

Avg barrier Avg facilita-
tor

Avg barrier Avg facilitator

IDD 0.134 7.725 0.277 1.618
Blindness 0.0704 5.055 0.154 1.567
Deafness 0.269 3.997 0.206* 2.573
Physical 0.252 3.634 0.059*** 2.042
Mental 

health dis-
abilities

0.176 1.882 0.166* 2.240

Table 7  Model 3-OLS regression predicting overall likelihood to hire 
using individual concerns and facilitators, by company size subpopu-
lations

Non-ADA ADA

Owner (versus manager) − 0.242 − 0.143
Pct disability employment 0.368 0.910**
Years in business − 0.007** − 0.00672*
No disability relationships − 0.182 − 0.191*
Industry
 Retail 0.043 0.307
 Finance 0.036 0.158
 Business 0.085 0.178
 Other − 0.094 0.167

Did not apply 0.127 0.038
Not qualified − 0.037 0.208*
Not familiar with how to − 0.061 − 0.062
Not as productive − 0.236* − 0.075
Cannot discipline − 0.077 − 0.312**
Uncertain about cost of accommodation − 0.016 − 0.161
Fairness for other employees 0.293** 0.043
Cost outweigh benefits − 0.096 − 0.118
Client/customer reaction 0.132 − 0.048
Personal familiarity 0.122 0.367**
Improves corporate image 0.004 − 0.082
Positive work environment 0.097 − 0.068
Bottom line 0.089 0.076
Company policy 0.111 − 0.223
Costs versus benefits 0.044 0.114
Government policies 0.020 − 0.011
Constant 2.044*** 2.296***
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very likely, and not sure) and regressions excluding “not 
sure” and considering the other values as continuous.

Our results included in the appendix are similar to our 
findings from Model 3 in Table 7. Our findings in Model 
3 showed that small companies are particularly concerned 
about productivity. When breaking this down by disability 
type, we found that this concern was a significant predictor 
of hiring likelihood for deafness and physical disabilities, 
but not for other disabilities. In addition, in Model 3, we 
found concern about the inability of larger employers to 
discipline employees with disabilities hampered their hir-
ing intentions, but that personal familiarity increased hiring 
intentions. In Model 4, we find that the concern about disci-
pline is most significant when considering people who are 
blind or deaf and the personal familiarity is most significant 
in increasing hiring of people who are blind.

Discussion

This study identified key insights related to the concerns 
and facilitators that affect disability hiring. The most sig-
nificant concerns identified by employers include the fear 
of not being able to discipline employees with disabilities, 
uncertainty about how to effectively hire and accommo-
date individuals with disabilities, and concerns regarding 
the potential costs of accommodations. These concerns 
were generally consistent across both ADA-covered (15–99 
employees) and non-covered employers (fewer than 15 
employees) in the sample, indicating a shared set of appre-
hensions regardless of size and legal obligations.

Despite the similarities in concerns, ADA-covered 
employers reported a higher prevalence of facilitators and 
expressed a greater willingness to hire individuals with dis-
abilities compared to smaller employers. This suggests that 
while the concerns are shared, ADA-covered employers 
may be better equipped to address these challenges, poten-
tially because they are responding to ADA requirements or 
because they are larger and have the resources and infra-
structure to address the challenges.

Furthermore, our analysis revealed differences in the 
impact of barriers and facilitators on disability hiring 
between ADA-covered and non-covered employers. Attitu-
dinal barriers and common stereotypes about people with 
disabilities (e.g., they are not as productive, are difficult to 
discipline, cost a lot to accommodate, or clients/customers 
will react negatively) are more powerful predictors of will-
ingness to hire in companies covered by the ADA (15 or 
more employees) than in smaller companies. For non-ADA 
employers, the marginal effects of barriers and facilitators 
were approximately equal, indicating a balanced influence 
of these factors on their hiring decisions. In contrast, the 
marginal effect of an extra barrier is more important than 

an extra facilitator for ADA-covered employers suggesting 
that small businesses with more than 15 employees may be 
more responsive to interventions and information to reduce 
attitudinal barriers, as opposed to interventions that reiterate 
and promote attitudinal facilitators.

In terms of specific barriers and facilitators, we found 
that concerns about productivity reduce hiring intentions 
for smaller businesses. For larger businesses, the perception 
that they cannot discipline an employee with a disability 
discourages hiring. In large businesses, personal familiar-
ity significantly increases the likelihood of hiring people 
with disabilities. For both ADA and non-ADA businesses, 
newer businesses indicated more hesitancy to hire people 
with disabilities.

Additionally, we find employers do not view people with 
disabilities as a monolithic group. The survey asked the 
question: “if you were going to hire a person with a disabil-
ity, would you hire someone with this type of disability?” 
The question put respondents into the mindset that they had 
a position open and were hiring a person with a disability, so 
differences seen across disability types are based on beliefs 
that not all types of disabilities are equally desirable in the 
workplace. Our analysis showed that employers were least 
likely to hire someone with blindness followed by mental 
health disabilities, intellectual disabilities, deafness, and 
physical disabilities. This finding adds to the literature on 
employer attitudes, which typically operationalizes disability 
as a monolithic group or focuses solely on one type of dis-
ability, thereby overlooking the inherent variability within 
the category [13–16].

These findings underscore the complex landscape of dis-
ability hiring, highlighting both shared concerns and diver-
gent approaches between ADA-covered and non-ADA-cov-
ered employers. Understanding these nuances is essential for 
developing targeted strategies to promote disability inclusion 
in the workplace.

Our research has clear implications for employers, job 
placement specialists, disability advocacy organizations, 
training organizations, policy makers, and researchers. 
Employers need to recognize the different subtle or implicit 
biases that may be affecting their hiring decisions with an 
understanding that these biases may differ based on the 
prospective employee’s type of disability. Once they have 
established awareness, organizations can develop tailored 
strategies, including educating human resource managers 
and staff, to dispel misconceptions related to specific types 
of disabilities. Understanding employer attitudes can help 
vocational counselors, and job placement specialists, advo-
cacy organizations, and organizations that provide disabil-
ity training and support to provide tailored guidance and 
resources to both job seekers and prospective employers. 
Training organizations should show positive examples in 
the workplace by type of disability and create different 
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interventions for businesses covered by the ADA and those 
that are not covered. It is also important for trainers to note 
that businesses with more than 15 employees may be more 
responsive to barrier-busting type interventions, as opposed 
to facilitator-promoting ones.

Groups seeking to increase employment for people with 
disabilities should consider what jobs match the preferences 
of jobseekers with disabilities and account for the size of the 
company. If they are targeting small businesses (fewer than 
15 employments), they might focus on educating employers 
on how to accommodate and manage employees with dis-
abilities (especially deaf employees or those mental health 
disabilities) while also addressing concerns related to disci-
pline and productivity. If the employers being targeted are 
larger organizations (16–99 employees), a deeper focus on 
alleviating concerns regarding disciplining employees with 
disabilities (especially blind and deaf workers) while also 
addressing the productivity potential (with a focus on IDD) 
may produce the best return-on-investment.

Small businesses may need more interventions focused 
on addressing cost-related concerns, such as increased 
awareness around the real costs associated with most com-
mon workplace accommodations. On the other hand, larger 
organizations may benefit more from learning where and 
how to recruit to ensure qualified candidates with disabili-
ties are applying to address their candidate-related concerns. 
Larger organizations are also more likely to hire people with 
disabilities when they know someone with a disability, so 
advocacy groups could consider a buddy program that pairs 
people with disabilities with recruiters at organizations for 
targeted outreach.

Finally, the findings from this study underscore the mul-
tifaceted nature of disability discrimination in the workplace 
and its implications for both policy and practice, highlight-
ing the need for policy makers to consider the disparate 
effects of government policies designed to advance employ-
ment outcomes across all types of disability. As a first step, 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission could col-
lect more detailed data by type of disability to identify trends 
in disability employment discrimination.

Limitations: A primary limitation of our study is the 
potential for social desirability bias, as is often a risk in 
disability-focused research. While our questions attempted 
to direct respondents to think in such a way as to limit this 
bias (e.g., framing as ‘if you were to hire’ rather than ‘would 
you hire’), the risk remains a limitation of our results.

A second limitation is that our study assesses the intent 
to hire rather than actual hiring behavior. The literature 
points to an “intention-behavior gap” [41]. This gap affects 
the strength of the conclusions about actual hiring that 
can be drawn from a survey focused on hiring intention. 
We were limited by our research design and future stud-
ies could use field studies with experimental designs to 

measure actual hiring (e.g. a resume study accounting 
for different types of disabilities to measure labor market 
discrimination).

Although it is valuable to address underlying concerns 
and reiterate the attitudes that promote the hiring of peo-
ple with disabilities in general, we need to acknowledge 
how these attitudes affect people with different types of 
disabilities. At the same time, we need to recognize that 
segmenting people with disabilities into different categories 
based on type of disability can be as problematic as group-
ing them into one category. On the one hand, our survey, 
which divides disabilities into distinct groups, highlighted 
an important phenomenon. That is, without even considering 
the characteristics or strengths of an individual applicant, 
employers are more hesitant to hire people with some types 
of disabilities than others. This simple question indicates the 
existence of different stereotypes and discrimination.

On the other hand, any categorization, whether it be dis-
ability as a whole, or different types of disabilities, is an 
oversimplification of a person’s identity. Disabilities are 
diverse, and diversity can exist even within broad disability 
categories, and people with the same disability label can 
have very different abilities and needs, as well as accom-
modation types. In addition, disabilities intersect with other 
aspects of a person’s identity, such as race, gender, sexual 
orientation, and socioeconomic status. Focusing solely on 
disability labels may ignore these important intersectional 
dimensions of a person’s life. Scholars have noted the limi-
tations of the framing of disability as the most important or 
defining aspect of an individual’s identity overshadowing 
other aspects of their identity, such as race, gender, or sexual 
orientation (e.g., a “master status”) [13, 38–40]. Although 
this framing allows us to draw parallels to other forms of 
oppression and highlight similarities between the experi-
ences of people with disabilities and those who face oppres-
sion based on race, gender, or sexual orientation, it fails 
to recognize the varied experiences people with disabilities 
face.

Although insights into the intentions of employers to hire 
people with disabilities are valuable for understanding hiring 
barriers, it is important to note that research has shown that 
even positive intentions to hire people with disabilities do 
not always lead to behavior change, namely, actual hiring of 
people with disabilities [30]. One study found that concrete 
indicators of the workplace diversity climate (formal disabil-
ity hiring and disability training) were stronger predictors 
of hiring people with disabilities, rather than the intention 
to hire [42].

Future research: There is a substantial difference in 
the willingness or concerns of employers about hiring an 
applicant with a disability based on the type of disability. 
More research is needed to identify the specific attitudes that 
explain this intention-behavior gap.
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We have generated data that indicate that business-size 
affects an employer’s decision to hire an applicant with a 
particular disability. Further research is needed that com-
pares the attitudes and experiences of ADA and non-ADA-
covered employers of different sizes. Concurrent with that 
exploration, more research is needed on how small employ-
ers address the challenges of seeking out and onboard-
ing, retaining, and advancing people with disabilities in 
their companies, compared with the experiences of large 
employers.

Our research asked survey respondents about their will-
ingness to hire people with five broad categories of disabili-
ties. Additional research should consider attitudes toward 
people with chronic health conditions and other types of 
disabilities. Future research should also consider the impact 
of having a disability combined with other marginalized 
identities.
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