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What I’ll cover
• Getting it right – a whole organisation approach to disability 

inclusion

• What’s in an adjustment? Identifying and address barriers in 

the workplace

• What is reasonable? Questions to ask to decide what 

constitutes a reasonable adjustment

• What’s in it for me? Cultural change, leadership and getting 

the language right 

• Inclusive design: involving disabled people in creating 

policies, processes and premises.
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Who are we?
• Business Disability Forum is a not-for-profit membership 

body that supports organisations to get better at employing 

disabled people and serving disabled customers.

• We want to transform opportunities for disabled people as 

employees and consumers

• We have over 30 years’ experience and our 450+ members 

employ c. 8 million people worldwide
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The support we provide
• Membership and Partnership

• Business Partner

• Advice Service

• Learning & Development

• Resources and toolkits (Virtual!) 

events and consultancy

• Networks and taskforces – inc

Global, Technology, Customer

• Policy and Research
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Disability Smart Framework

1. Leadership 2. Learning and 
development

3. Workplace 
adjustments

4. Recruitment 5. Retention

6. Customers and 
service users

7. Procurement 8. Communication 9. Built 
environment

10. Technology



6

[OFFICIAL]

6

Are your 
employees 
thriving? 

Or just surviving?
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It’s about talent!

Diverse teams perform 
better = positive impact 
on your bottom line

But…
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Talking about disability
• Identity is very personal and complex – e.g. Deaf vs deaf

• Disability, as an ‘identity’, is not ‘static’

• Visible vs non-visible – choice vs having to “come out”

• Time since diagnosis – grief curve and denial/acceptance vs 

being disabled “enough”

• When are you asking? 

• How are you asking?

• What’s in it for me? Do perceived benefits outweigh risks?

• How does it feel to share a difference? Are you sure?
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Employees are more afraid to raise 
sensitive issues than executives believe

Leader perception of how safe employees with disabilities feel raising sensitive issues is ~20% higher 
than employees themselves feel. (source: Accenture)

84%

81%

82%

79%

81%

65%

63%

63%

61%

60%

Be open about a physical disability

Tell their manager/supervisor that
they are not coping with the…

Raise a concern about the
behaviour of a senior colleague

Be open about a neurological
condition

Raise a concern about their mental
health

EXECUTIVES

Executive: To what extent do you believe employees in your organization feel safe to..
Employee: To what extent do you feel safe to...
% Quite / Completely safe

Source: GTE 2020; Executive survey N=1748, Employee survey, Employees with disabilities N=5870
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Why does it matter anyway?
• Where is people’s energy going?

• Doing the job – or hiding/masking a condition? 

• Awareness pre “crisis” nb mental health

• Prevention of inappropriate interventions/escalation

• People may not identify as “disabled” but still need 

adjustments or accommodations

• Enabling people to bring their whole selves to work - covering 

is exhausting.

• Why wouldn’t you want everyone to perform at their best?
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What’s in an 
adjustment?
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Workplace adjustments
• “Reasonable adjustments” under Equality At

• Focus on barrier and what you need to do to remove it

• Most adjustments are not costly – and lots are free. 

• Average cost of adjustment is only 7% of cost of rehiring

• Central pot for funding – and Access to Work can help

• Some examples of adjustments:

• Kit adjustments like assistive tech or ergonomic equipment

• Human adjustments like BSL or a job coach

• Soft adjustments like an accessible parking space
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But:

• In our Great Big Workplace Adjustments Survey 2019:

• 34 per cent of those without adjustments said they did not make 

requests because they were worried their employer might treat 

them differently

• 31 per cent of those without adjustments said they did not make 

requests because they were worried other colleagues would treat 

them differently

• That’s over a third of people who are not as productive or 

happy at work as they could be!
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Spotting the 
signs: How might 

you know if 
someone needs 
an adjustment?

Accenture International 
study of disability in the 
workplace found, 77% 

less than fully open 
about their disability 

It may not be 
obvious. 

May not be visible. 

May be hidden. 

Things you might notice -

• Not being themselves

• Changes in performance

• Poor time keeping (late or overworking)

• Mood swings, irritable, aggressive, tearful

• Discomfort signs and frequent tiredness

• Increased sickness absence 

S
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Why offer adjustments to all?
• Increased performance, engagement and contentment

• People feel able to ask for support, not hide a condition

• Enables people to perform at their best with barriers removed

• NB duty for employer to provide an adjustment if they know 

one is needed or “could reasonably be expected to know”

• Timeliness – plan from appointment 

• Passporting between roles – equality of opportunity

• “Productivity tools”
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What makes it ‘reasonable’?

Will it solve the 
problem?

How practical is it?
What is the potential 

disruption?

Are there Health & 
Safety risks?

What are the costs?

• Simple and related 

• Resources

• Availability of 
assistance

S



17

[OFFICIAL]

Snakes vs dogs?
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Cats vs pigs?
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Or ponies?
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Actually, most are much simpler!
• Software e.g. speech to text or text to speech

• An ergonomic keyboard, mouse, chair or sit/stand desk

• Choice of shift patterns or adjusted duties

• Increased home working (wfh most frequently requested adjustment pre 

Covid-19)

• Some recent real-life examples

• A fixed desk in a hot desk environment

• Regular breaks in meetings – and longer breaks in meetings

• A step

• Carrying a drink!
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Inclusive design

Inclusive design of polices, 

processes, premises = 

fewer individual 

adjustments – and reduced 

need to ask.
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Creating a 
supportive culture
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• Not about being an expert in conditions

• Confidence to have the conversation

• Trust and empowerment: 

• “What do you need to do the best possible job for us?”

• “If I do this for you, everyone will want one / it’s not fair on everyone 

else” – really?

• From “why” to “why not?”

• Understanding communication styles 

• Communication to the wider team – with permission!

The role of line managers
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Line manager confidence
• Don’t let fear of getting it 

wrong mean you do or say 

nothing

• Intent and listening with a 

desire goes a long way

• BDF Inclusive 

Communications and 

Neurodiversity Toolkits

• Know how to get practical 

support
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Senior leaders set the tone
• What matters round here?

• “Usualise” the conversation

• Personal stories - share conditions or working differently

• Practice what you preach – e.g. hybrid working, work/life 

balance

• Be an ally!

• Remember privilege and give permission. More than once!

• Getting the language right!
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• Does wider 

organisational

messaging –

support or 

undermine?
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We are here to help!
• Disability Essentials and Covid-19 toolkits free to all

• Policy and Research resources free to all

• Join us! For Members:

• Advice service

• Knowledge Hub – toolkits include:

• Getting Started, Recruitment, People management

• Mental health, Neurodiversity, Occupational Health, Customers

• Inclusive communication 

• Dedicated Business Partner
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Any 
questions?
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Business Disability Forum
businessdisabilityforum.org.uk

E: 

T:  

Contact us

dianel@businessdisabilityforum.org.uk

+44 7971 671482


