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Including Disability in Diversity, Equity & Inclusion Priorities: Building 
A Maturity Model 
Note: This is a visually-simplified, screen reader accessible version of this document. The full 
document for printing and viewing can be found at https://askearn.org/publication/including-
disability-in-dei-priorities. 

Introduction 
According to an article in the Harvard Business Review, although more than 90% of companies surveyed 
report having stated diversity priorities, very few include disability in their diversity efforts. Similarly, 
although many research-based workplace practices focus on strategies to improve diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI), they often fail to include disability as an important part of these efforts. As a result, 
organizations often lack the information they need to make sure their DEI policies and programs include 
people with disabilities. 

To be truly inclusive, organizations need to include people with disabilities in DEI efforts. The 
information in this brief marries new research on current DEI practices with recognized disability best 
practices. The goal is to help employers and diversity and inclusion professionals integrate research-
based practices and measures aimed at disability inclusion and representation into their DEI efforts. This 
tool can also assist organizations in assessing their current practices against a research-based 
framework. 

About the Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies Research 
Researchers at the Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies (CAHRS) at Cornell University’s ILR 
School, an EARN Inclusion@Work Leadership Council member, worked with diversity, equity and 
inclusion leaders across 32 companies to understand current DEI practices. They also identified 
strategies that can help organizations integrate, sustain and measure those practices. 

CAHRS’ data analysis resulted in a framework of strategies utilized in a DEI “maturity model”: 

• Emerging (focused on initial strategy and infrastructure) 
• Advancing (focused on execution and engagement) 
• Leading (focused on integration and sustainability) 

The Framework 
CAHRS researchers examined general DEI practices to create this framework. Organizations may need 
more information to effectively integrate practices aimed at disability inclusion and representation, and 
to self-assess the maturity and effectiveness of disability-focused practices. 

The adapted framework below includes the general practices CAHRS research identified, and suggests 
strategies for companies to align disability inclusion initiatives with existing DEI practices: 

https://askearn.org/publication/including-disability-in-dei-priorities
https://askearn.org/publication/including-disability-in-dei-priorities
https://hbr.org/2020/03/do-your-di-efforts-include-people-with-disabilities
http://cahrs.ilr.cornell.edu/Home.aspx
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Topic: Infrastructure 
Strategy Type Emerging: Developing 

strategy and foundational 
elements 

Advancing: Executing 
clearly defined strategies 
and engaging employees 

Leading: Integrating DEI 
across all business 
processes 

General • Build out a clear DEI 
• strategy 
• Use data to identify gaps 
• Develop DEI goals 
• Increase awareness 

• Expand the influence of 
the DEI team 

• Establish communication 
channels 

• Increase access to DEI 
tools 

• Revisit and assess DEI 
infrastructure to ensure 
alignment with business 
goals 

• Iterate on the DEI 
function and structure to 
keep up with best 
practices and innovations 

Disability-Focused • Identify goals for 
disability inclusion  

• Include disability-related 
items on employee 
engagement survey to 
understand employee 
experience  

• Participate in awareness 
raising activities such as 
National Disability 
Employment Awareness 
Month 

• Generate buy-in for 
disability inclusion 
initiatives across all 
business functions and 
units 

• Embed disability inclusion 
resources within internal 
policies and procedures 

• Use relevant employee 
resource groups to inform 
and advise disability 

• Identify and communicate 
the business case for 
disability inclusion across 
all functions/units 

• Include DEI personnel 
• in leadership roles with 

specific expertise in 
disability employment 
best practices 

• Identify a champion with 
a disability to lead and 
inform disability efforts 

Topic: Diversity 
Strategy Type Emerging: Developing 

strategy and foundational 
elements 

Advancing: Executing 
clearly defined strategies 
and engaging employees 

Leading: Integrating DEI 
across all business 
processes 

General • Develop employer brand 
• Increase 

underrepresented 
minority representation 

• Establish gender parity 

• Focus on retention 
• Establish leadership 

pipelines for diverse 
employees 

• Deepen DEI integration 
into talent processes 

• Measure and track 
progress against diversity 
goals across the 
enterprise 

• Seek ways to expand the 
definition of diversity to 
include more 
stakeholders 

Disability-Focused • Consider disability 
representation in external 
facing communication 
(i.e., websites, career 
pages) 

• Explore the 
intersectionality of 
disability, race/ethnicity 
and gender in the 
workforce 

• Establish partnerships 
with state vocational 
rehabilitation agencies 
and community-based 
organizations serving job 
seekers with disabilities 

• Develop and execute 
disability-focused hiring 
initiatives 

• Use established metrics 
to evaluate the success of 
community partnerships 

• Measure and track 
retention, advancement 
and professional 
development 
opportunities for 
employees with 
disabilities 

https://askearn.org/page/measure-success-accountability-and-self-identification
https://askearn.org/page/learn-about-national-disability-employment-awareness-month
https://askearn.org/page/learn-about-national-disability-employment-awareness-month
https://askearn.org/page/learn-about-national-disability-employment-awareness-month
https://askearn.org/page/expressing-a-commitment-to-disability-inclusion
https://askearn.org/page/employee-resource-groups
https://askearn.org/page/employee-resource-groups
https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-89/Accenture-Disability-Inclusion-Research-Report.pdf
https://askearn.org/page/inclusive-branding-and-messaging
https://askearn.org/page/inclusive-branding-and-messaging
https://production-askearn-org.s3.amazonaws.com/LGBT_Intersection_Document_4_11_19_A_91732f0c69.pdf
https://askearn.org/page/build-a-pipeline-outreach-and-recruitment
https://askearn.org/employerprofile/cvs-health-a-playbook-for-success
https://askearn.org/employerprofile/cvs-health-a-playbook-for-success
https://askearn.org/page/measure-success-accountability-and-self-identification
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Topic: Inclusion 
Strategy Type Emerging: Developing 

strategy and foundational 
elements 

Advancing: Executing 
clearly defined strategies 
and engaging employees 

Leading: Integrating DEI 
across all business 
processes 

General • Establish grievance 
procedures and 
compliance 

• Conduct unconscious bias 
training 

• Establish interventions 
needed to build a culture 
of inclusion 

• Conduct microaggressions 
and allyship training 

• Continue conversations 
about race and identity 

• Hold conversations 
beyond race 

• Conduct training focused 
on antiracism, systemic 
racism and building 
inclusive leadership 
habits 

• Focus on intersectionality 
• Expand inclusion 

initiatives worldwide 
Disability-Focused • Ensure all supervisors and 

managers understand the 
business imperative for 
disability inclusion 

• Provide training on 
disability discrimination 
and attitudinal barrier 
awareness 

• Support (and fully 
resource) disability 
employee affinity groups 

• Connect affinity group 
mission with clear 
business objectives 

• Scale up disability hiring 
initiatives in additional 
markets 

• Hold events (virtual or in-
person) to expand 
education and outreach 
efforts on disability in the 
workplace 

Topic: Integration 
Strategy Type Emerging: Developing 

strategy and foundational 
elements 

Advancing: Executing 
clearly defined strategies 
and engaging employees 

Leading: Integrating DEI 
across all business 
processes 

General • Tie DEI to company values 
and employee value 
proposition 

• Ensure leaders have 
visibility, data and tools 
they need to drive DEI 
strategy 

• Ensure DEI is embedded 
into HR practices 

• Integrate DEI into every 
system and thought 
process 

• Explore globalization of 
this work 

Disability-Focused • Identify disability 
champions within 
executive leadership 

• Include disability in all 
company values/EEO 
statements 

• Create centralized 
accommodation 
processes and funds 

• Create explicit 
communications 
regarding disability 
inclusion and 
accommodation on 
company career pages 

• Ensure physical and 
digital accessibility of all 
systems, functions, 
processes and tools 

https://askearn.org/page/creating-inclusive-workplaces
https://askearn.org/page/attitudinal-awareness
https://production-askearn-org.s3.amazonaws.com/EARN_ERG_Toolkit_5a8ffe21e1.pdf
https://askearn.org/employerprofile/jp-morgan-chase-driving-inclusion-through-on-the-job-training
https://askearn.org/employerprofile/jp-morgan-chase-driving-inclusion-through-on-the-job-training
https://askearn.org/page/communicate-external-and-internal-communication-of-company-policies-and-practices
https://production-askearn-org.s3.amazonaws.com/EARN_2020_Checklist_Centralized_Accommodation_Programs_ae2962329c.pdf
https://production-askearn-org.s3.amazonaws.com/EARN_2020_Checklist_Centralized_Accommodation_Programs_ae2962329c.pdf
https://production-askearn-org.s3.amazonaws.com/EARN_Career_Pages_Checklist_bc6e290e2f.pdf
https://askearn.org/page/be-tech-savvy-accessible-information-and-communication-technology
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Topic: Accountability 
Strategy Type Emerging: Developing 

strategy and foundational 
elements 

Advancing: Executing 
clearly defined strategies 
and engaging employees 

Leading: Integrating DEI 
across all business 
processes 

General • None • Develop mechanisms for 
leadership accountability 

• Develop methods to 
effectively measure 
progress against DEI goals 

• Promote transparency 
with data and DEI metrics 

Disability-Focused • None • Include performance 
metrics on disability 
inclusion goals in 
evaluation processes of 
all people leaders 

• Compare results to peers 
and research-based 
practices by participating 
in disability-focused 
benchmarking initiatives 
such as 
BenchmarkABILITY, the 
Disability Equality Index 
or the National 
Organization on 
Disability’s Employment 
Tracker 

Topic: Equity 
Strategy Type Emerging: Developing 

strategy and foundational 
elements 

Advancing: Executing 
clearly defined strategies 
and engaging employees 

Leading: Integrating DEI 
across all business 
processes 

General • None • None • View compensation from 
an equity lens 

• Become a leader in 
fighting systemic racism 

• Commit to an antiracist 
culture 

Disability-Focused • None • None  • Conduct pay equity 
analysis using disability 
status as a variable 

• Join national consortia 
and disability inclusion 
leadership initiatives, 
such as Disability:IN or 
the National Industry 
Liaison Group 

Adapted from: Puvar, D., Call, E. (June, 2021). The Evolution of DEI. Cornell University School of Industrial 
Labor Relations, Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies. 
http://est05.esalestrack.com/eSalesTrack/Content/Content.ashx?file=bba0fbda-9669-455e-bca0-
8f6581000223.pdf 

Embedding efforts aimed at disability representation and inclusion into broader DEI practices can help 
amplify and improve the outcome of those efforts. Explore additional strategies for creating disability-
inclusive workplace cultures while meeting your organization’s diversity, equity, inclusion and 
accessibility (DEIA) goals in EARN’s Inclusion@Work Framework. 

https://askearn.org/page/lead-the-way-inclusive-business-culture
https://benchmarkability.org/
https://disabilityin.org/what-we-do/disability-equality-index/
https://www.nod.org/tracker/
https://www.nod.org/tracker/
https://www.nod.org/tracker/
https://www.nod.org/tracker/
https://askearn.org/page/earn-partners#leadership-orgs
https://askearn.org/page/earn-partners#leadership-orgs
https://disabilityin.org/
https://www.nationalilg.org/
https://www.nationalilg.org/
http://est05.esalestrack.com/eSalesTrack/Content/Content.ashx?file=bba0fbda-9669-455e-bca0-8f6581000223.pdf
http://est05.esalestrack.com/eSalesTrack/Content/Content.ashx?file=bba0fbda-9669-455e-bca0-8f6581000223.pdf
https://askearn.org/page/inclusion-at-work-a-framework-for-building-a-disability-inclusive-organization
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This publication is fully funded by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy 
(ODEP) under cooperative agreement No. OD-33975-19-75-4-36 with Cornell University. The total four-
year cost of this agreement amounts to $10,000,000. This document does not necessarily reflect the 
views or policies of the U.S. Department of Labor, nor does mention of trade names, commercial 
products or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government. 

Note: This is a visually-simplified, screen reader accessible version of this document. The full 
document for printing and viewing can be found at https://askearn.org/publication/including-
disability-in-dei-priorities. 
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