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Abstract. Public policies to stimulate demand side factors that affect the employment status of people with disabilities need
to consider workplace efforts that support the continued employment of employees who develop work limitations from any
cause (back door factors), as well as the hiring behaviors of employers (front door factors). Workplace participation rates are
influenced by employment exits as well as placements. Little focus has been given to preventing separation from employment,
despite evidence of the progression to public disability benefits. Factors that place employees who develop impairments or work
limitations at risk for early exit from employment are discussed. Preliminary findings from a qualitative study of successful
firms are identified and illustrated with practice examples. Implications of these effective interventions are raised, including the
provision of workplace based services, the need for accommodations over time, and the role of employer incentives for retention.
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1. Introduction

For the past three years, the Rehabilitation Re-
search and Training Center on Workplace Supports and
Job Retention at Virginia Commonwealth University
(VCU) has been investigating strategies used by em-
ployees with disabilities and their employers to accom-
modate and manage disability for successful job re-
tention. This paper focuses on a small set of inten-
sive, on-site qualitative employer studies that are in
process, which build on 25 case studies of progressive
employers conducted in 2002–2003. The goal of this
research strand is to explore the organizational factors
and practices of companies that have successfully re-
tained workers with disabilities in long-term employ-
ment.
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Our work in this area over the past several years
has led to several insights and raised some challenging
questions that we believe are very relevant for public
policymakerswho want to understandand influence de-
mand side factors associated with employment of peo-
ple with disabilities. We share them here as tentative
findings.

2. Demand side employment approaches

From the perspective of a comprehensive model of
workplace supports [23], demand side employment
approaches emphasize key policy considerations for
workingwith employers, as organizations, in two major
areas:

Hiring behavior of employer organizations: This
relates to people with disabilities as job seekers
and as new employees. (Front Door Factors).
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Retention behavior of employers: This relates to
protecting the health and productivity of all em-
ployees and especially to the support and accom-
modation of employees who develop work limi-
tations from any cause that may jeopardize their
continuation in employment with the firm, such
as chronic health conditions,work injuries, aging,
and other causes) (Back Door Factors)

In our view, current public policy efforts to influence
demand side aspects of employment of people with dis-
abilities have been focused too exclusively on hiring
behavior (opening the front door), without sufficient
attention to efforts that could promote long-term reten-
tion of employees with disabilities or work limitations
(closing the back door). As a result, the overall lev-
el of employment among people with disabilities has
remained relatively unchanged [21,22], despite many
successful interventions and systems of services to as-
sist people with disabilities to be hired into jobs.

We postulate that this stagnant level of workforce
participation is due in part to the high rate of employ-
ment exits and separations by workers with disabili-
ties. Public policy efforts to promote hiring efforts by
businesses (e.g. Work Opportunity Tax Credit, Archi-
tectural/Transportation Tax Deduction, etc.) have not
been matched by initiatives that adequately address the
factors that cause individuals to be separated from em-
ployment or return to work after the onset of a disabling
condition. Until the ratio between job placements and
job exits is more favorable, the net gain in employ-
ment for people with disabilities will be smaller than
desired. Much greater understanding is needed about
these exits, as well as the factors that contribute to their
occurrence and approaches that can prevent or resolve
them.

3. Impact of employment separation

Factors that cause individuals to exit employment
affect both newly hired individuals with disabilities
and individuals who acquire work impairments during
the course of their employment. Newly hired people
with disabilities who are placed or hired into new em-
ployment may face significant challenges in retaining
employment due to: (1) inability to sustain adequate
performance or attendance with the existing level of
intervention, accommodation and support; and/or (2)
changes in work, work conditions, health conditions
or personal circumstances [17]. The problem of poor

job retention has been observed across multiple popu-
lations, including individuals with cognitive or psychi-
atric disabilities, and multiple service programs (e.g.
job placement programs, supported employment, etc.).
This issue has been consistently documented in the lit-
erature (e.g. [3,6,12,13]).

Similar factors place employees who develop im-
pairments or work limitations due to chronic health
conditions (physical or mental), work-related injury or
illness, non occupational injury or illness, or aging pro-
cesses at risk for early exit from employment. For these
individuals, retention problems are often caused by: (1)
inability to sustain adequate work performance or at-
tendance with existing level of intervention, accommo-
dation and support; (2) changes in work, work condi-
tions, health conditions or personal circumstances; but
also (3) employer policies and management practices
that discourage continued work.

The problem of employee job retention in the work
place after illness, injury or disability has been doc-
umented in the literature primarily as a private sector
problem, but has received some recent focus in pub-
lic policy [15,19]. These public sector efforts have
been primarily designed to reduce the number of peo-
ple who leave employment for SSDI benefits. Success-
ful employer efforts to sustain health and employment
can reduce the progression of private sector employees
to public sector disability benefits [14] and should be
supported in policy initiatives.

While the recent increased emphasis on the devel-
opment of demand side approaches to promoting hir-
ing of individuals with disabilities is commendable, we
believe that there is a significant unrecognized need to
develop new approaches that will focus on employer
concerns about retention and productivity and facilitate
the long-term employment of people with disabilities.
In order to increase employer demand for labor from
people with disabilities in ways that lead to increased
duration of employment and reduced exits to disabil-
ity benefits, public policies and interventions need to
complement and reinforce business efforts to reduce
absenteeism and sustain productivity [7,11].

4. Business efforts to promote employee health and
productivity

The high costs of health care, global competition
and the need for highly skilled and productive work-
ers have caused progressive employers to devote exten-
sive resources toward sustaining the health, productiv-
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ity and tenure of their work force [16]. It is imperative
that public sector demand side approaches not work at
cross-purposes with these efforts. Therefore, advocacy
efforts directed at hiring people with disabilities should
more realistically consider needs that may arise after
hiring, such as health care management, job modifica-
tions, performance improvement, and other accommo-
dations that the work place must provide in order to
help people with work limitations sustain employment
as health needs and/or work demands change.

Placements must be made with knowledgeable and
realistic preparation for long term needs, and be de-
signed to assist employers to be successful in foster-
ing the health and productivity of employees over time.
Demand side approaches should help employers de-
velop durable work situations for newly hired workers
with disabilities in ways that complement employer ef-
forts to sustain their existing workers in employment in
a cost effective manner.

In order for public policy makers to assist businesses
in their efforts to hire and retain workers with disabili-
ties, research is needed that will lead to a greater under-
standing of the demand side factors within the work-
place that impact the continued employment of people
with disabilities. Current demand side efforts seem to
be too narrowly focused on strategies that affect initial
hiring decisions, without adequate regard for the com-
plex challenges that ensue after employment and the
multifaceted methods currently used by employers to
manage productivity costs of health and disability in
the workplace.

5. Preliminary findings from VCU research into
demand side approaches to employment
retention

Our efforts to identify and analyze employer efforts
to promote employment retention and productivity have
resulted in a number of preliminary impressions that
will form the basis of future hypotheses and increased
efforts to discover ways in which public agencies can
support the efforts of employers to maximize the pro-
ductivity and employment retention of workers with
disabilities. Four of these findings are identified and
summarized below.

5.1. Preliminary finding 1

The provisionof accommodationsand return to work
services are not one-time events, but rather long term

efforts that require a changing mixture of accommoda-
tions and supports over time.

Recent cases reviewed by the VCU research team
have involved persons with developmental disabili-
ties, musculoskeletal work injuries, Multiple Sclerosis,
adult onset mental illness, and HIV. In each case, both
managers and employees report a need for ongoing ad-
justments and employment interventions to respond to
changes in health, functional status, or job conditions
in order to sustain productive employment. Recent
literature has documented this phenomenon [1,5].

The ongoing demands on work place personnel to
identify and respond to these needs and the level of
skilled coaching and technical assistance needed to sup-
port their efforts should not be underestimated. Simply
emphasizing the low cost of most (purchased) accom-
modations does not accurately prepare employers or
service providers for the long term commitment and ex-
pertise needed to carry out the full scope of accommo-
dation and support that can sustain productive employ-
ment. In the progressive employers we have studied,
long-term employment retention results from the on-
going commitment of specialized, highly skilled staff
members and a management team that values efforts to
promote continued productivity and retention.

In a similar manner,return to work is not a one-
time event. Just as placement efforts are too frequently
viewed as time-limited efforts, return to work programs
are often viewed as an event, rather than a process, re-
sulting in a “place and run” approach. Effective return
to work programs require specialized expertise, suffi-
cient time and resources to deliver quality supports and
a return on this investment, and a management com-
mitment to the provision of long-term services. Pro-
gressive companies, such as those we have studied, are
committed to the ongoing delivery of return to work
supports as an individual’s employment situation, job
content, and health status changes, as opposed to the
one-time delivery of accommodation.

For example, the Disability Management Services
program at the University of California at San Francis-
co employees 3 Disability Management Analysts who
are assigned to serve certain departments and their em-
ployees to facilitate their knowledge of the work con-
text in that department and continuity in the provision
of their services. An administrative professional had
changed job assignments to accommodate the develop-
ment of a chronic illness. However, as the demands in
the new job increased, the individual became unable to
handle the increased stress and requested an extended
absence with the physician’s support. The DMA was
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able to develop a negotiated plan for a graduated return
to work and resumed services to this employee and su-
pervisor during this period of exacerbated symptoms
and stress.

5.2. Preliminary finding 2

Effective supports and accommodations are rarely
provided through external sources, but rather from
highly knowledgeable support staff immediately avail-
able in the work environment.

In our research, demand side models are character-
ized by the availability of skilled support personnel who
are immediately and continuously available to address
problems that arise as an individual’s health situation
fluctuates, job requirements change, or the individu-
al’s attendance and productivity are affected by exter-
nal factors such as unstable home or transportation sup-
ports. While businesses are more frequently recogniz-
ing the need to develop support and accommodation
expertise, few employers are prepared for the vast ar-
ray of support needs exhibited by individuals with var-
ious types of disabilities. More specific technical and
practical knowledge is needed by service providers and
work place personnel about strategies for accommo-
dating and supporting all types of disabilities, includ-
ing the interpersonal skills needed to facilitate effective
discussion about work performance and disability with
employees and supervisory personnel.

For example, the Cincinnati Children’s Hospital
Medical Center developed a model that provides con-
tinuously available coaching and accommodation ser-
vices from a designated and highly experienced job re-
tention specialist who operates on-site. The program
was designed to fill an identified business need for em-
ployees in certain positions to reduce turnover and im-
prove performance. The intervention was designed to
stop multiple community agencies and changing per-
sonnel from coming into the business to provide dis-
connected services and to maximize the quality and
immediacy of service provided by the designated staff.

This partnership program is run by the employer and
has resulted in average job tenure of over five years
and average current wage rate of over $10 per hour
with full benefits for employees with severe develop-
mental disabilities [18]. The site-based, designated
provider model enabled the provider to become com-
pletely knowledgeable about the business, its opera-
tion and policies, and the content of jobs; to have per-
sonal working relationships with supervisors and their
disabled employees; and to be immediately available

when modifications and interventions are needed. All
these aspects are critical to its success.

The needs of employers revealed through our re-
search have direct implications for the types of services
and supports that need to provided by public sector
agencies and their contracted provider networks. As
public sector agencies change their focus from hiring
to employment retention, follow-up contacts with em-
ployees and supervisors need to be handled in a way
that elicits the identification of risks to job retention
and provides timely and substantive interventions to
address factors that can stabilize employment and pro-
ductivity. Even then, when an employee’s job retention
is jeopardized, managers and supervisors must respond
immediately to situations that often cannot be antici-
pated. How public agencies can complement and re-
inforce the internal resources employers have to draw
on in these situations can make or break continued em-
ployment.

5.3. Preliminary finding 3

In many employer organizations, there exists a sig-
nificant “disconnect” between their diversity efforts
that relate to hiring people with disabilities and their
health and productivity efforts (also called absence
management, disability management, disease manage-
ment, return to work) that relate to preventing health
conditions and disabilities and managing them success-
fully for productive work retention when they do occur.

In the businesses we have studied, there seems to be
little intentional connection within employer environ-
ments between efforts to hire people with disabilities
and efforts to retain employees who become disabled.
This lack of connection between hiring and retention
program has implications for the employer organiza-
tions themselves, as well as for public policy, and needs
to be explored.

The disconnect between hiring and disability man-
agement activities found in many businesses mirrors
the lack of integration in public policy across efforts to
impact the incidence and outcome of work disability
and employment of people with disabilities [4]. Our
results to date lead us to hypothesize that the skills and
resources needed to accomplish accommodation and
support may be the thread that can tie hiring and reten-
tion efforts together, in a way that benefits the broad-
er employer goal of preserving the health and produc-
tivity of all its work force. Future public policy ef-
forts should be targeted toward aligning these agendas
in ways that provide additional incentives for employ-
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er behavior that results in sustained employment and
reducing exits from employment after disability.

In our view, the goals and structure of a firm’s dis-
ability management programs or its diversity efforts
will often determine the extent to which a company’s
expertise in one area affects its practices in the other.
For example, absentee management and return to work
programs built primarily or solely to decrease costs are
inconsistent with “corporate cultures” that embrace and
pursue diversity goals. When the primary purpose of
a firm’s disability management programs is retention
versus cost control alone, it more often leads to a coor-
dinated focus on human resource management and the
creation of a retention culture.

For example, the University of California in San
Francisco is a public institution that wishes to attract
and serve thousands of students and patients each year
as customers of its educational programs and health
care and research. The accessibility of its facilities and
services and the diversity competence of its staff have
been top priorities for its success. The culture that has
resulted from this long-term focus has created a certain
level of awareness and familiarity about disability and
accommodation that carries over when co-workers and
supervisors are asked to accommodate employees who
need modifications after injury or illness to be able to
return to work.

5.4. Preliminary finding 4

The employer crisis in addressing health and produc-
tivity for business survival must be appreciated more
fully by policy makers and service systems that want
to focus on demand side activity.

In light of our finding described above, we need to
consider and address the implications of hiring peo-
ple with health conditions and disabilities on current
employer goals to improve health and productivity, in-
cluding absenteeism and presenteeism. Presenteeism
is defined as the extent to which an employee is present
at the work site, but whose productivity is negatively
affected by injury or illness [9]. The high incidence
of presenteeism is a significant issue in the workplace
and illustrates the seriousness of the problems that im-
paired performance from unresolved mental and phys-
ical health issues create for employers [8]. Any work
disability that contributes to presenteeism (not to men-
tion absenteeism) must be acknowledged, addressed
and offset [2,20]. Future investigations should inves-
tigate whether there is a role for public support in en-

hancing private sector efforts for work retention in the
face of health and disability-related work limitations.

There is some evidence to indicate that business ex-
ecutives may be willing to adopt more comprehensive
disability management practices if it can be demon-
strated that such initiatives enhance employee produc-
tivity while controlling benefit costs [10]. The Inte-
grated Benefits Institute (IBI) recently found that se-
nior financial executives are open to approving changes
in the way employee benefits are delivered if these ef-
forts are shown to provide modest productivity results
as a return on the investment. The findings of the IBI
study provide important guidance regarding what types
of benefit measures are likely to promote the produc-
tivity of all employees, since the incidence of presen-
teeism losses are often caused by factors that are sim-
ilar to those that accompany the disabilities of many
people with disabilities attempting to initially enter the
workforce.

An example of one way in which public policy might
support the efforts of employers to both hire and retain
workers with disabilities is found in a recommendation
contained in a recent report from the National Council
on Disability (NCD, 2005). As a part of its review of
SSA’s efforts to promote return to work, NCD recom-
mended, “Congress should direct SSA and the IRS to
evaluate the possible effects of a Disabled Person Tax
Credit as a means of increasing the use of disability
management programs in business to prevent progres-
sion of injured and disabled workers onto the public
disability rolls”. In the view of the Council, the con-
cept of a Disabled Worker Tax Credit (similar to the
Work Opportunity Tax Credit designed to promote hir-
ing efforts) may be a strategy that could enhance cur-
rent work incentive policies of the SSA by providing
a significant incentive for businesses to adopt state of
the art disability management practices and promote
private sector efforts to return injured or ill workers to
employment, as opposed to continued reliance on the
public benefit programs.

6. Summary

To take full advantage of demand side approaches
to hiring and employee retention, public policymakers
must understand that managing the health and produc-
tivity of all workers is a central business issue for ev-
ery employer. Exemplary employers focus on learning
from their own experience by using their internal data to
identify and address the root causes of absenteeism and
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lost productivity and improving their efforts accord-
ingly. Many demand side retention efforts began with
return to work programs designed to control workers
compensation costs. These initial return to work efforts
led upstream to early intervention programs, and med-
ical case management evolved to a workplace focus on
disability management. Separate treatment of work-
related and non-occupationaldisability evolved into in-
tegrated programs for absence management. Progres-
sive employers are using absence and benefit claims
data to lead to prevention initiatives that focus on health
and productivity and disease management. Innovative
studies now look for earlier indicators of impact, such
as identifying the effects of interventions on presen-
teeism. Retention-focused employers are broadening
their focus from cost reduction to analyzing the benefits
of their health investments on performance and reten-
tion. Public policymakers must learn from the expe-
riences of these forward looking companies, and align
programs and policies in ways that support employ-
ers who invest in comprehensive retention programs,
thereby reducing the burden on our public disability
rolls.

There is a key issue raised in this paper which needs
to be considered in further research on demand side fac-
tors. Employer needs and interests regarding employ-
ees who develop disability or health limitations during
the course of employment are to some extent separate
from their needs and interests regarding new hires who
have disabilities. The human capital investment is quite
significant with an established employee. Preventing
the loss of that investment is very important to some
players in the organization, while avoiding legal chal-
lenges associated with hiring decisions is paramount
for others. It is necessary to understand in what ways
the legal, financial and procedural considerations in
hiring and in retaining employees with disabilities are
different, and to what extent these demand side factors
can be addressed compatibly. We need a framework
that is large enough to encompass both ends of this hu-
man resource/business management continuum and to
carefully analyze the potential effects of demand-side
policy interventions on the dynamics surrounding the
hiring as well as the retention of workers with disabili-
ties.
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