
  @RIDI_org     ridi.org.uk

According to research from the Recruitment Industry Disability Initiative,  
85% of disabled people find that their condition has an impact when  
job-hunting, with 56% of respondents reporting that they first faced  
barriers as early as the application stage of the recruitment process.
RIDI hosted a roundtable in June 2017 to explore how leadership can positively impact 
the government’s aim of halving the disability employment gap. The discussion and key 
recommendations are summarised below.

What is the disability 
employment gap?
There continues to be a significant  
gap between the employment rate  
of disabled people and the rest of the 
population. According to the Office for 
National Statistics, just 49% of disabled 
people of working age were in employment 
between January and March 2017. 

To meet its pledge to halve the disability 
employment gap, the government would  
need to increase the employment rate among  
people with disabilities to 62.8% by 2020.  
This equates to 1.12 million more people 
finding employment in the next three years. 

How does executive 
sponsorship impact  
levels of disclosure?
Getting genuine buy-in from the top  
is key to improving levels of disclosure  
and, consequently, facilitating requests  
for workplace adjustments. 

There is unanimous agreement that  
the level of confidence around disability  
within an organisation is greater if it’s  
“coming down from up high”. 

For example, hosts HS2 shared how  
a letter from the CEO, delivered to the  
inboxes of employees, was instrumental  
in boosting participation in a programme 
designed to ascertain workplace  
adjustment needs across the organisation.  
This strategy resulted in an unprecedented 
level of engagement, 75% of employees 
without a current DSE assessment completed  
a Clear Talents™ profile within 72 hours.
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While some HR and diversity professionals 
may be sceptical of the level of support 
available from senior leadership teams,  
it was noted that once you get the right 
people in the room, the response is often 
overwhelmingly positive, with one attendee 
sharing that leaders within her  
organisation responded by asking,

The issue of top level talent being unwilling 
to disclose their own disabilities was noted, 
and the reasons around this phenomenon 
discussed. A hesitancy to not to be “defined”  
by a condition, and a desire “just to get on 
with the job” were cited as possible causes, 
although high profile examples, such as 
Richard Branson’s openness around his 
dyslexia were noted.

Ultimately, it was agreed that leaders  
must approach disability with purpose, 
authenticity and trust, with one  
attendee commenting that,

What models work to 
encourage levels of disclosure?
Fundamentally, success lies in creating  
a sense of openness, not only within individual 
organisations, but also across entire supply 
chains so that all stakeholders, including senior 
leaders, feel comfortable asking questions. 
When it comes to the practicalities around  
the inclusion of disabled talent, a number  
of effective models were identified. 

Successful strategies which were  
shared include; unconscious bias training, 
more creative job design and simple in-work 
adjustments such as shorter meetings  
to accommodate those with diabetes  
or chronic fatigue. 

It was advised that organisations should work 
on their internal processes first to ensure that 
cultures are truly inclusive before pumping  
out employer value propositions to that  
effect. As one attendee noted,

 
Authenticity is crucial. As another  
attendee noted, 

However, a barrier to correctly ascertaining 
existing culture was identified, with some 
sharing a disparity in results between diversity 
data which is collected internally and findings 
from third party engagement surveys. It was 
agreed that we must “get to the grit” of what  
is hindering this disclosure; culture,  
technology or trust?

  
Why aren’t people telling us?  
We can really make this work.
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People forget how important trust  
and advocacy are.

  
People are more likely to believe  
what they read on Glassdoor  
than a £40,000 corporate site.

  
The last thing you want to see on a 
website is a one-line statement saying, 
“we’re an equal opportunities employer” 
as it usually isn’t backed up by any  
further evidence at all.

https://twitter.com/RIDI_org
https://ridi.org.uk


  @RIDI_org     ridi.org.uk

How do we dispel the myth that disability shouldn’t  
be discussed during recruitment?

It is essential that we dispel the myth  
that conversations around adjustments 
shouldn’t be discussed at application  
stage as, without seeing the full picture,  
hirers are unable to make objective decisions. 
For example, a candidate may be penalised  
for not making eye contact or spelling mistakes 
if the interviewer is unaware that they have 
autism or dyslexia. Someone who has anxiety 
may benefit from a more relaxed environment 
or a glass of water. These are adjustments,  
but unless prompted the jobseeker may  
not even consider requesting them.

As one attendee pointed out, 

For this reason, his organisation ensures  
that someone phones ahead of every 
appointment to engage with candidates  
who may not identify as disabled. 

Disability champions can also play  
their part in boosting disclosure levels  
at recruitment stage. For example,  
one attendee shared the success  
of a colleague’s blog post, titled  
Why I Declare, which received over  
30,000 hits on the corporate site.

One attendee, from a large public sector 
organisation, relayed how she had had  
a “lightbulb moment” when she realised  
that her organisation was making adjustments 
all the time without even realising it. Existing 
employees were being empowered at a local 
level after acquiring disabilities – and she  
had fallen across examples, which begged  
the question

RIDI Gold partners The Clear Company  
and HS2 are keen to explore whether we need 
numbers around disability if we have an open 
dialogue around adjustments and numbers  
of adjustments being made?
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When you ask people why they don’t 
disclose, they may be unsure how  
it will be handled or worried they  
will be discriminated against.

  
Why is disclosure such an issue  
during recruitment?
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How can we  
encourage others to  
do things differently?

Sharing, or stealing, best practice examples  
of success in this area is the only way to 
cement a long-term shift in attitudes amongst 
senior leaders and beyond. This starts with  
the wider recruitment supply chain.  
As one attendee pointed out, 

For this reason, we must hold others  
to account. One recruiter present  
explained the hard line he takes  
with client companies,

While for an employer the reverse  
was true, 

HS2 implemented the Clear Talents™ in 
recruitment tool recently and have seen  
a high level of willingness from candidates  
to share information about their needs  
related to the recruitment process via  
the Clear Talents™ profiles.

Ultimately, leading by example relies  
on authenticity, not “trying to buy badges”.  

One delegate suggested “reverse mentoring”, 
where the director of HR is matched with  
a disabled person, as a means to gather  
on-the-ground insight. As one delegate 
succinctly put it, 

An example was offered about a manager  
who has a child with autism who, thanks  
to his understanding of the condition, helped 
to change a candidate with autism’s interview 
format to include less “macro” questions – 
the candidate with autism being interviewed 
subsequently secured the role. Success  
simply lies in sharing what we know and 
learning from others.

Top 10 misconceptions  
around disability in  
the workplace:

•  Disabled employees eat into  
managers’ time

•  Disabled colleagues may be perceived 
negatively by customers and other staff

•  This job requires a full, clean driving licence

•  We don’t have any disabled employees  
in our organisation 

• Reasonable adjustments are expensive

•  Disabled people present a health  
and safety risk 

• All disabled people are wheelchair users

•  A mental health condition is not a disability

•  Disabled people can’t work in specific 
sectors, such as construction or childcare

•  Why would I take someone who is  
‘broken’ when I can have someone  
who isn’t?

  
End clients have a strong idea  
but it is watered down by the time  
it reaches the managed service  
provider – and this is the first  
contact for the contractor.

  
What doesn’t work is form filling  
and box ticking. Adjustments come  
from good relationships between  
manager and team.

  
If they’re not agile in their approach to 
disability it’s a deal breaker, until they  
are, we won’t talk to them.

  
Any recruiter which doesn’t have  
an AA rated accessible website  
within 12 months goes.
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Visit our website to find out  
how you can get involved:  

www.ridi.org.uk
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Final thoughts 

It is natural to fear the unknown, but leaders 
can have a positive impact on disability 
inclusion within by not being afraid to ask 
questions, being visible in their support  
of the disability agenda and learning from 
others, both internally and externally. 

Senior executives should seek out success 
stories within their own organisation, and use 
these as a tool to help boost disclosure during 
recruitment. As our panel highlighted, making 
adjustments for people who return to work  
after acquiring a disability is rarely an issue  
and technology is constantly enabling more 
people to do a wider variety of jobs.

We’ve moved beyond selling the business  
case for diversity – leaders are now longer 
asking “Why?” but “How?” Poor inclusivity 
is rarely intentional and success is entirely 
dependent on organisations partnering to  
share best practice. By supporting others,  
and holding others to account, we can  
move this agenda forwards. But there  
is no ‘silver bullet’, change depends  
on a seismic shift in ‘micro-behaviours’  
across the recruitment landscape.
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