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Abstract

Purpose – Employers increasingly seek a competitive advantage through inclusive hiring practices and
recruitment of personswith disabilities. Early research indicateswhen employers consider individuals for their
strengths rather than solely for their needs, the organization prospers. However, details about how companies
pursue a disability inclusive workplace and the effect of those efforts are poorly understood.
Design/methodology/approach –An inductive qualitative case study approach was utilized to understand
one biotechnology corporation and their approach to recruiting, hiring, and retaining employees with
disabilities. Individual and focus group interviews were conducted.
Findings – Results suggest that when the company lives its mission around wellness and inclusivity, they
benefit from working with and learning from a range of perspectives, furthering their growth. Placing equal
emphasis on hiring a diverse workforce and prioritizing supports and wellness practices lead to greater
productivity and innovation.
Practical implications – This study illustrates how one company successfully recruits and hires persons
with disabilities, resulting in benefits to their financial bottom line and to the organizational culture.
Originality/value –This paper offers insights for other companies intentionally hiring personswith disabilities,
providing accommodations in the workplace, and creating an organizational culture where all employees feel
valued and supported. These steps have a direct impact on employee engagement, productivity, and retention.
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Introduction
Employers increasingly recognize the benefits to productivity and organizational culture
resulting from hiring persons with disabilities (PWDs) (Lindsay et al., 2018). Approximately
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26% of people in the United States live with one or more of six functional types of disability,
including cognitive, hearing, mobility, vision, self-care or independent living-related (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018). Representing just over 25% of the US population,
PWDs compose a large and valuable pool of current and potential members of the US
workforce. However, PWDs continue to face challenges finding gainful employment in the
United States, such that PWDs have an unemployment rate more than twice that of people
without a disability (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020).

This lack of representation signals a significant problem of missed opportunity, as
disability-inclusive hiring practices have been associated with improved productivity at the
employee and organizational level (Tompa et al., 2021). One potential method of increasing
rates of employment for PWDs is by increasing companies’ awareness of the how much
PWDs can contribute to the workforce, particularly in companies that maintain a disability-
inclusive mindset (Lindsay et al., 2018). Companies with a disability-inclusive mindset go
beyond maintaining the minimum legal requirement of anti-discrimination laws to create a
disability-inclusive culture in all their thinking, policies, and operations. Such companies
proactively focus onmaking the necessary changes needed to identify and remove barriers to
full workplace participation for PWDs, including the removal of physical, communication,
and attitudinal barriers (CDC, 2020). This kind of mindset is represented by the concept of
customized employment, which encourages organizations to customize the relationship
between employee and employer based on the individual strengths and needs of both parties
(Inge, 2006). Despite several studies demonstrating the benefits of an inclusive culture and
workforce at the individual, organizational, and societal level (Tompa et al., 2021) a specific
roadmap for implementing this type of corporate culture remains elusive.

According to Weick’s (1979) organizational information theory, people in organizations
play active roles as creators of their environment through interpretation of information on a
systemic level. Specifically, Weick (1979) emphasized the importance a company engaging in
ongoing sensemaking, which is the process of rendering meaning from experience and
constructing order out of disorder (Patriotta, 2016). Within a company, sensemaking is a
reciprocal relationship, such that individuals both create and are influenced by their
organizational environment (Weick, 1979). By focusing on communication from both top-
down and bottom-up perspectives within a company, sensemaking provides a method of
promoting disability-inclusivemindsets through centralized communication and information
processing within a company (Glynn andWatkiss, 2020; Weick, 1979). Weick conceptualizes
sensemaking as central to organizing around a commonmission and goal (Weick, 2005). This
theory is utilized in the current study by highlighting how a common organizational mission
can allow employees across departments tomake sense of their role in the company and of the
company’s role in the community. By engaging in the sensemaking process, leaders of
companies can create a disability-inclusive mindset that influences the company culture on
all levels to remove barriers and promote inclusive policy and culture for the hiring and
retention of PWDs.Weick’s theory applies to this case in that the way the organization and its
members make sense and meaning of their work through identifying with the organization’s
inclusivemission and commitment to diversity. Previous studies have appliedWeick’s theory
to various aspects of organization and management (Tsoukas et al., 2020), including process
research (Langley et al., 2013) and organizational cognition (Eden and Spender, 1998), among
others. We extend findings from these and other previous studies to understand how
sensemaking as a process furthers mission-based practices centered on diversity and
inclusion.

Companies are increasingly moving to appreciate disability inclusion as a valuable
contributor to diversity in the workplace (Gilbride, et al., 2003; Padkapayeva et al., 2017).
Research has revealed that companies identify several benefits to employing PWDs,
including an expanded hiring pool, positive psychosocial impacts of retention of PWDs on
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employees with or without disabilities, and increased diversity of the workplace (CDC, 2020;
Lindsay et al., 2018). Bymodifying recruitment and retention strategies, developing disability
inclusion mediations, personalizing workplace and workspace modifications for PWDs, and
matching the needs and skills of PWDs with the needs of the company, company leadership
and human resources (HR) professionals can create disability inclusive mindsets by creating
positive social attitudes regarding hiring PWDs (Gilbride et al., 2003; Padkapayeva
et al., 2017).

Research has also suggested that employee job fit, company culture, and previous
employer experience with hiring PWDs all increase recruitment and retention of PWDs,
which in turn shapes future HRhiring practices and the assumption of inclusive attitudes and
perspectives company-wide (Gilbride et al., 2003). This aligns with findings that companies
that reflect on their own practices, learn from their past organizational choices, and adapt to
the internal and external environment are more sustainable in the long-term (Fam et al., 2017;
Fergusson et al., 2020). Additionally, HR employees with a higher degree of social awareness
can increase the pace at which PWDs are recruited as well as the pace at which exposure-
based disability-inclusive mindsets are encouraged in the workplace (Chan et al., 2010). This
is especially important considering the growing centrality of social consciousness in what
attracts new employees to work for organizations, underscoring the overall sustainability of
that organization (Brockhaus et al., 2017; Rimanoczy and Pearson, 2010). Employing PWDs
tends to decrease employer misconceptions, such as the idea that PWDs are not seeking work
or are not qualified for company positions (Bonaccio et al., 2020). Employing PWDs has been
shown to increase future hiring and retention of job applicants with disabilities resulting in
increased integration of workers with disabilities, development of disability-inclusive
workplaces, and more sustainable futures for employees and organizations (Bonaccio et al.,
2020; Fergusson et al., 2020). These and other recent studies illustrate the unique benefits to
hiring persons with disabilities, yet few offer a specific roadmap for how to actively recruit
and hire PWDs and provide individualized accommodations to allow them, and the
organization as a whole, to be successful. The current paper attempts to offer tangible
suggestions through the illustration of one mid-sized company’s successful implementation
of a disability-inclusive mission and practices.

This paper is structured as follows. The first section outlines the methods used in this
study, which is an inductive case study of one company’s approach to hiring and retainment
of PWDs. The organization and its specific subdivisions involved in the recruitment, hiring,
and retainment of PWDs are described. The results of the study are then outlined,
highlighting the company’s mission and values, the actual inclusivity practices employed,
and the impacts of these practices. The next section of the paper discusses the main findings
of the study and connects those findings to existing research on PWDs in the workplace and
general organizational culture. In this study, it was found that recruiting, hiring, and
supporting PWDs in the workplace resulted in more workplace diversity, a willingness to
provide accommodations for all employees, positive corporate climate, and increased
productivity. Thus, this paper contributes evidence in support of the positive impacts of
initiatives for hiring PWDs on employees, including PWDs, as well as the organization as
a whole.

Methods
The purpose of this study was to implement an in-depth case study of a biotechnology
company that has expressed commitment to inclusive hiring and retainment and a clear
recognition of the company-wide benefits of hiring PWDs. We hoped to understand more
about the company’s mission and values and how these values translate into policy and
action that supports hiring, retaining, and supporting all employees, including PWDs. This
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study was guided by the following questions: (1) What are the overarching attitudes, values,
and approaches taken by this company in their efforts to be inclusive and diverse? And, (2)
How does this company extend their message of wellbeing and support throughout all levels
and departments of the company?

Given the formative nature of this investigation, we used a qualitative case study design
that allowed for exploration of events or phenomena frommultiple sources, with the purpose
of looking into the unique experience of the people’s lives and interactions with the
environment (Corbin and Strauss, 2015). This inductive qualitative design allowed for an
open evaluation of the complexities and considerations involved in recruiting, hiring,
supporting and retaining PWDs through in-depth interviews with multiple staff members at
different levels within the company (Maxwell, 1996). Interviews and focus groups were
utilized to gain an open, in-depth understanding of employees’ beliefs and experiences which
was essential to informing our qualitative inquiry (Gill et al., 2008). As this investigation is
exploratory in nature and our aim is to place greatest emphasis on the voices of our
participants, a qualitative approachwas necessary (Miles andHuberman, 1994). The research
team involved in data collection and analysis was comprised of six rehabilitation psychology
faculty and doctoral students across three universities in the United States. Team members
discussed potential biases prior to engaging in data collection and again before completing
the analysis to reduce the potential for biases to influence the results.

Organization
The subject of this study is a large biotechnology company centralized in the Midwest. This
company has been recognized as a Great Place to Work-Certified™ company, meaning they
have been independently evaluated by the third party and recognized for having a positive
workplace culture.

Organizational structure. This biotechnology company was described as using a Matrix
Organization style where managerial teams spanned different units within the company
(Galbraith, 1971). The HR director noted this as key to maintaining priority on employee
retention across all units. Part of the company’s success in supporting and accommodating their
employees was attributed to the division of responsibility within the company. Rather than
processing all accommodations requests through a general HR team, their approach involved
multiple specialized teams working together to recruit and retain employees. These included
teams focused on (1) Recruitment, (2) Wellness, (3) Leaves and Accommodations, (4) Business
Partners, and until recently (5) Security, which aligned under another unit in the organization.

The Leaves and Accommodations team has a lead role in processing accommodation
requests while also ensuring that all employees and teams are aware of the potential for
accommodations and how to use them. As one employee described, “I did not know until I
received that initial email that we do have the entire accommodations team. They can reach
out if you need anything.” The Business Partners act as the HR representatives across each
unit in the company (e.g., the clinical lab). Business Partners were said by the HR director to
play a key role in informing the HR team of needs within a particular unit while also ensuring
that the company culture, priorities, and values extends to each unit. The Security team,
although no longer part of HR, continue to fill several roles in the company, including acting
as first responder for physical and mental health needs. These teams do not want the onus to
always be on employees but seek to preemptively act in providing support by assessing
potential problems within the company’s various departments and teams.

Procedures
Researchers worked with state employment agencies to identify companies with a
reputation for inclusive disability hiring. Once identified as a company of interest, the
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research team worked closely with leadership from the biotechnology company to
organize a site visit and to conduct interviews and focus groups. Prior to the site visit, the
research team requested access to any written information, forms, or documents relevant
to their disability efforts (e.g., company policies). Key personnel were also asked to provide
a few written answers regarding the implementation of practices and policies related to
their disability initiative. These were reviewed by the research team prior to the site visit in
order to allow for better understanding of company activities prior to conducting
interviews and focus groups. Researchers met on the day of the site visit to discuss
potential biases and strategize how these biases could be minimized. The present study
consisted of interviews with the director of human resources (HR) as well as members of
the teams responsible for recruiting and for providing accommodations. A focus group
was held with four direct-line supervisors and another with seven current employees, some
of whom identified as having a disability that significantly impacted their work. All
interviews were conducted in person at the company headquarters in the Midwest.
Interviews and focus groups were complimented by information obtained through on-site
observation, company policies and other written materials, the company website, and a
climate survey described in the measures section below. A tour of the facility with an
emphasis on any disability-related environmental adjustments, modifications, or supports
helped inform data collection and analysis. The interviews and site tour led to the
collection of more written policies and procedures that were added to the materials for
analysis.

Focus groups and interviews ranged from 20 to 90 min in length. All interviews and focus
groups were completed with two members of the research team present, serving to reduce to
the possibility of interviewer bias while also enriching the data collection process with
multiple perspectives. Audio recordings of all interviews and focus groups were later
transcribed for analysis. Approval from the university’s Institutional Review Board was also
obtained to conduct this study with human subjects, and informed consent was obtained
from all participants.

Measures
In addition to the on-site observations of the research team, a climate and policy checklist
was used to assess the different disability-related aspects of the company during the post-
site visit analysis of data. This checklist consisted of 70 disability-related policies or
practices that were marked as being present or not present in the company. The semi-
structured interviews and focus groups conducted on-site included primarily open-ended
questions addressing the recruitment, hiring, integrating, and retaining workers with
disabilities. The interviewees were asked to reflect on the company’s practices and policies
that were intended to create an inclusive environment for workers with disabilities and the
results of these efforts.

Data analysis
All data sources were reviewed and coded by two coders before coming to consensus on the
major themes and insights. Interview and focus group transcripts were read by each coder
initially and data were categorized into practical and mindset themes. Further categories
were determined by grouping data into subthemes, including a focus on inclusive practice,
supportive climate, emphasis on retainment, and being mission driven. In the event of a
disagreement between two coders, a third coder was included to discuss the item until an
agreement was reached. Once created, the coding and narrative of the case study were
brought to the larger research team for a community-based approach to refining and
improving the accuracy of the case study.
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Results
This case study focuses on the inclusive hiring and retention practices of a large
biotechnology company and the perceived impact of these efforts. In contrast to many other
disability diversity case studies, this was not focused on a disability program but rather on
capturing a company culture focused on seeking to make disability inclusivity part of all that
they do. Results emerged from data collected over several months of 2019 and include
analysis across individual and group interviews as well as on-site observation, the climate
survey, and written policies (e.g. employee handbook, AutismWorkforce guide). Results are
broken down into the following categories: (1) Company Mission and Mindset, (2) Disability
Inclusive Practices, which include both hiring and retention practices, and (3) Impact of
Inclusive Practices. We proceed with a review of each category and their domains.

Company Mission and Mindset
An overarching theme noted throughout the interviews, whether senior management or
recent hire to work in the lab, was the sense of the company’s value-driven mission. An
internal document describing the company Wellness program provided a Vision Statement
that captures the ethos of their mission: “We believe our employees are our most valuable
resource and through educating and encouraging the health andwell-being of our employees,
we in turn can achieve a higher level of patient care.” Throughout every interview and every
evaluation of the company’s organizational documentation and structure, thismission-driven
focus emerged. As a member of the Leaves and Accommodations team stated, “We live our
mission statement here, whereas other companies have a mission statement. And it’s getting
everyone on board from top down to have an environment of support.”Multiple members of
the management team noted that this sense of mission did not happen by accident or stem
from policy alone but was the result of embedding themselves within departments and
consistently communicating those core values. Of their role, one manager stated, “We’re out
there being that kind of culture keeper.”

Their value-driven mission emphasized an inclusive mindset that was shared throughout
the company and from recruitment to retirement. An employee with a disability stated, “I feel
like they really preach diversity and they show it in their actions. The last company I worked
for, one of their core values was diversity, but it wasn’t really. They were not accommodating
to anything at all.” The worker went on to say, “It is just comfortable to know that my job is
secure, and they really care about our well-being.” This inclusive mindset aligned with and
overshadowed the emphasis on legal requirement relating to discrimination. Amember of the
management team stated, “I think we go above and beyond what’s required under the ADA
(Americans with Disabilities Act 2008). The ADA is pretty bare minimum for a human being
at work.” Speaking to this point, another manager stated,

The first question a lot of companies will ask is, “Are we legally required to do this?”Which is a fine
question. It’s a valid question because you want to make sure that you’re doing everything legally.
But I feel like [company’s] first question, because we already know we’re in legal compliance across
the board for Leaves and Accommodations is, “Why not?” and “What can we do?”

Multiple people noted that efforts to infuse these values throughout the company begins from
company leadership. Themanager overseeing employee leave and accommodations stated in
relation to making necessary accommodations, “We have the support of everyone higher up
and, without that support, I do not think it would be as successful.” The head of HR spoke to
this point, saying,

I think it starts with that commitment that we want to be an inclusive workforce, but you cannot
always anticipate what that is going to mean for the next person who walks through your door. I
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think if you’re coming at it with that yesmindset . . .You know if you start there, you can usually find
a way to make it work.

She continued,

You’re not asking all of your employees to fit one exact requirement, once you’re thinking, “What do
they need?” and “How do they learn?” . . . just the mindset of how to help them be successful here,
“What does that mean for them?” That’s a real shift from, “I’m the boss, and this is how it
works here.”

Disability Inclusive Practices
Themission andmindset of the company produced a number of inclusive practices that could
be categorized into hiring, retention or some combination of the two.

Inclusive hiring practices. The director of HR spoke to the company’s consideration of
community in shaping their hiring practices and performance saying, “We look for
partnerships with different organizations, both because we want to be a good partner and
because of the organization’s being really good conduits for people looking for work.”Another
manager emphasized the importance they place on partnering with specific government and
non-profit agencies aimed at improving the education and employment of diverse members of
the local community and organizations in the area.

Speaking to the inclusive mindset that fuels this biotechnology company, an HRmanager
spoke of how they work with applicants saying, “whether there’s a disability or not, our team
approaches these interviews with the same level of fairness and equality. And I think that’s
become just part of the [company’s] DNA.” Part of this DNA, or inclusive mindset, was noted
to stem from their resources to workwith a diverse workforce. The HRmanager continued by
saying applicants with disabilities “do not even phase our hiring team now because we are so
used to the support we get from our Leaves and Accommodation team.”

Inclusive retention practices. The emphasis on retaining employees was consistent across
all collected information. Multiple HR management spoke of viewing employees as being in
long-term careers when hiring onwith the company. Employees seem to get themessagewith
one stating, “Weheardmanagement talk aboutwanting to create careers,” in contrast towhat
the employee described experiencing in other companies as being used for a couple of years.
Two methods employed for fostering this career mentality were supporting employees in
pursuit of upward movement and facilitating employee engagement within the company.
Leadership emphasized providing employees with what they need to be successful, including
a change in position or environmentwhen needed. AnHRdirector reported themutual benefit
of this approach by saying, “I am a firm believer that culture and engagement of employees
has a very positive effect on revenue, on your total growth as an organization. If we were
constantly replacing people, that would be a big time andmoney sinkhole.”He concluded that
recruiting for diversity and then “giving them the tools and the support to really be
successful” benefits all.

Inclusive retention practices were often very individually based. One frontline supervisor
said, “I do not have any accommodation that’s exactly like the other. The [Leaves and
Accommodation Team] really tailor to the individual.” A member of the Recruitment team
emphasized the importance of getting the employee’s perspective when addressing
accommodation needs stating, “It might not be something that our team is familiar with,
but we get familiar with it really quickly.”

The company’s retention practices include a strong teaching and training component, with
training focused on educating both the employees with disabilities and their supervisors.
Regarding employee training, the Director of HR said that part of the company’s retention
practices include
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creating awelcoming environment and teaching people what it’s like towork here . . .The first step is
really that inclusive culture of teaching and recognizing that people are coming from different places
and at different levels of their readiness in order to actually hit the floor for their job.

Regarding supervisor training, an HR director described the Family and Medical Leave Act
(FMLA) and ADA training they provide to supervisors, with the comment that “We do not
ask [supervisors] to understand all of the intricacies of it. What we do want them to
understand through the training is to be receptive.” Multiple supervisors described the
trainings with appreciation for their thoroughness and for the support that was available to
them, as captured by the supervisor who stated, “There’s [a training] for the inclusive
workplace, which is wonderful training.”This supervisor continued, “The fact that they even
do that is impressive to me.” It was noted across interviews that providing the trainings in
multiple formats (audio-video, written, etc.) was appreciated by supervisors and employees
with disabilities alike.

The company was noted for taking a proactive approach to accommodations as part of
their retention efforts. One employee shared his experience saying, “Because I identified with
a disability through the onboarding process, probablywithin aweek or two from hire, I got an
email saying, “Hey, you identified with a disability. Are there any accommodations that we
can provide?” Another employee described their supervisor’s approach to accommodations
after having already been with the company, reporting, “When I started in the lab, I never
knew how physical that was. It was actually my supervisor that pulled me aside and said,
‘You know, we have accommodations and we can help you through this.’”

Inclusivity as organizational identity: impact of Inclusive Practices
Although frontline supervisors tasked with balancing performance with employee flexibility
described the intersection as straining at times, the overwhelming majority of staff
perceptions of the company’s inclusivity efforts were positive. Staff reported beneficial
impacts that ranged from company performance, to employee retention, to improved
perceptions of the company. Although not easily quantified, several staff expressed their
belief that the mission, mindset, and inclusive practices described served to improve overall
company performance. For instance, the director of HR stated,

I would absolutely say that it’s a benefit . . . By recruiting a diverse population and then giving them
the tools and the support to really be successful, that goes a really longway towards engagement and
culture, and that certainly has direct impact on the bottom line.

Anothermanager talked of howproviding employee accommodations according to their need
improved performance and retention. A front-line supervisor spoke of an employee who was
about to be terminated for poor performance. In one of the final meetings before termination,
the employee disclosed a hidden disability that had been affecting their work performance.
Accommodations were put in place and the employee retained their position through strong
performance.

Management and supervisors both spoke to the importance of increasing the diversity in
thought that produced insights, understanding, and openness. As an HR Director explained,

Throughworking with [PWDs], we’ve found some of the things that we offer would actually be good
to offer to a broader population as well. If we are looking at different ways of learning, different ways
of training, for instance, even if somebody has not self-identified as having a disability, we all learn
differently . . . Personally, I think that it gives you a more open mindset, things that I had not
considered before.

The most common response related back to employee perceptions of the company.
Employees shared a sense of purpose and pride in the company’s efforts to create a disability-
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friendlywork environment. OneHRmanager spoke to this point saying, “I do not know that it
affects me, but it makes me feel good about the company I work for. I’m proud of that. I think
it’s important and I think it speaks to the authenticity of our values.”Anothermanager stated,

I think there’s an effect on morale . . .We get a lot of really positive feedback about the diversity of
our team. A lot of people who choose to work at [company], I find that a big driver behind their
decision to work here is because they have a personal connection to our mission. They feel good
about working for a company that offers these accommodations for their colleagues and coworkers.
They can see people of different abilities working in different ways towards the same mission.

These positive perceptions often connected directly to job satisfaction and a desire to stay
with the company. A front-line supervisor said, “I think it helps us retain the employees who
truly want to be here . . . and helps us keep really talented people.” One employee with a
disability stated that she is quick to tell her friends and acquaintances to work at this
company. She continued, “If you’re looking to improve your life, apply.” More seriously,
another employee with a disability described beingmade fun of at her previous company and
how refreshing it was to be able to trust that she would be treated respectfully at this
biotechnology company. One of the strongest statements on the retention efforts of the
company came from an employeewho talked of switching fromhis partner’s health insurance
for the first time in years because of the stability he felt in his work. He stated with a tone of
pride, “I’m actually going to be taking over the insurance because I feel comfortable here.”

Discussion
Workplace challenges faced by PWDs result from the intersection of individual needs,
societal structures, and employer initiatives, policies, and procedures that influence company
culture (Chan et al., 2010). One way to minimize workplace experiences of discrimination and
invalidation for PWDs is for companies to actively value diversity and inclusivity in mission,
mindset, and policies through organizational sensemaking. By engaging in ongoing
sensemaking, companies can allow for individuals to promote disability-inclusive mindsets
by both creating and influencing their organizational environment (Weick, 1979; Glynn and
Watkiss, 2020). The company at the center of this study specifically organizes their work
around the central mission of disability-inclusivity and overarching support and
accommodations for all—a common mission through which, as was shared in interviews,
employees make meaning of their work. As meaning-making is a human-driven process, this
study illuminates howWeick’s theory of organizational information can explain the practical
implications of organizing a corporate culture around a common goal (Tsoukas et al., 2020).
This approach recognizes PWDs as assets as companies provide them with the supports
needed to be successful. Such efforts uplift the individual employee and the company-wide
productivity and culture (Lindsay et al., 2018). This company offers a useful model for other
companies looking to implement a disability-inclusive approach that values the contributions
of all employees.

Organizational culture as a reciprocal process
Interview participants made it clear that this company values a sense of connectedness and
reciprocal respect among teammembers.Weick (1979) suggests that organizations and those
belonging to them experience a reciprocal relationship—that is, individuals both create and
are influenced by their organizational environment through the process of sensemaking. This
proposition suggests that general organizational attitudes (such as prioritizing inclusivity
and diversity in theworkplace) must be fed through both top-down and bottom-up pathways.
Weick further suggests that the way members of an organization make sense of experiences
informs organizational action in a recursive process. This sensemaking process is often
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equally cognitive and emotional (Mikkelsen et al., 2020) and can stretch frombroad, company-
wide search for meaning to the minutiae of even the language used by an organization
(Bakken and Hernes, 2006).

Using this framework, the company at the center of this study appears to make
opportunistic sense of diversity, seeing PWDs as introducing unique skills, perspectives and
talents to the company. This sensemaking process is likely driven both by a recognition of the
overall productivity and economic benefits as well as employees’ emotional investment in the
value of working alongside and learning from diverse teammembers. The development of an
organizational culture and mission is more recursive than linear where both meaning and
action influence sensemaking and contribute to the ultimate climate (Glynn and Watkiss,
2020). The company as a whole and the individual employees reciprocally influence each
other in terms of company values, productivity, and inclusive culture. This organization
clearly benefits from such symbolic interactionism, as interviews with employees and
management revealed an unequivocal emphasis placed on supporting and being supported
by employees with disabilities.

Dedication to morale and community
Staff and leaders both reported a felt sense of community and a dedication to elevatingmorale
throughout this company. It seems that promoting a sense of connectedness and support
fosters positive attitudes, productivity, and customer service for this mid-sized organization.
Some researchers suggest that leaders can improve productivity, employee relations, and
talent development when they align their actions with valuing a diverse workforce (Hughes,
2016). Thus, fostering acceptance, support, and growth for diverse employees is fundamental
to prosperous relationships internally and externally for the organization.

Previous findings suggest that high levels of cohesion among members of a group may
predict performance (Gammage et al., 2001). Additional research suggests when a group
agrees on the same organizational goals, they subsequently experience higher rates of group
drive, cohesion, and productivity (Greene, 1989). This is apparent in the current case, as
interview participants reported feeling the congruence with the company goals of
commitment to customer service and valuing and supporting team members.

How to replicate elsewhere
Interviews with company employees and administrators included asking about ways other
companies could emulate the company’s approach to recruiting, hiring, and retaining PWDs.
The Leaves and Accommodations team had several suggestions for how organizations
should be approaching diversity and inclusivity. One member of this team stated,

It’s deciding as a company, “Are you going to be willing to go that much further for the employee to
go above and beyond what the federal government is asking you to do?” But it is completely
replicable if you desire that for your company.

This and other statements shared in the focus group interviews clearly suggest that the
starting point for companies thinking about improving their disability diversity efforts is
whether they want to go beyond the minimum standards required by law to create a truly
inclusive work culture. An open stance of curiosity seems to be another great starting point
for companies hoping to emulate this biotechnology company’s approach. Multiple members
of the Leaves and Accommodations team commented on being willing to ask questions and
listen to the needs of employees, rather than responding only to the requests brought to their
attention. This open stance was reiterated by an HR director, who saw it as going hand in
hand with the company’s organizational goal of learning alongside their employees. The HR
director stated,
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I think it starts with that commitment to be an inclusive workforce . . . But you cannot always
anticipate what that is going to mean (The next person who walks through your door, what might
they need to be successful?). It is not necessarily something that I think every organization wants
to do.

The HR director also encouraged companies to think about their employees in terms of their
unique value rather than their ability to fit themodel of the organizations’ values. Overall, this
biotechnology company’s employees and administrators seemed optimistic about the
possibility of theirmodel, philosophy, and approach to hiring and recruitment to be replicated
elsewhere. This approach becomes possible through a stance of curiosity, a willingness to
learn, and approaching each potential employee as having a unique skillset and worldview.

Conclusions and implications
The current study illustrates that consistent company-wide communication and
sensemaking can lead to a disability-inclusive mindset that promotes valuing, supporting,
and retaining employees with disabilities (Weick, 1979; Glynn andWatkiss, 2020). This mid-
sized biotechnology company chooses to prioritize employee well-being by offering supports
and accommodations for all employees regardless of ability status. A bidirectional
relationship was identified, where company directors recognized the value in supporting
employees, which reduces staff turnover and improves company climate. This company
demonstrates a clear person-first focus in how they recruit, hire, and retain diverse
employees, especially PWDs. This focus was reiterated through interviews as participants
described a sense of connectedness to one another and to the organizational mission more
broadly. Additionally, findings from this case study suggest that creating specific company
teams to focus on providing accommodations, promotingwellness and safety, and facilitating
leave for employees promotes employee well-being and leads employees to feel that their
needs are being met. Ultimately, a top-down focus on inclusivity led to a consistent sense of
meaning and values across all levels of the company, thus providing an example of how
companies can value and provide diversity, support, and inclusion to employees when both a
company-wide attitude and specific policies and practices are implemented. In alignment
with Weick’s theory, the process of sensemaking from top-down and bottom-up directions in
the company were both driven by a common commitment to inclusivity a positive work
experience for all (Weick, 1979, 2005). A number of insights emerged from this study thatmay
be utilized to the advantage of managers and human resources personnel:

(1) Intentionally recruiting, hiring, and retaining PWDs in the workplace increases the
diversity of perspectives in the workplace and positively impacts the company
bottom line;

(2) Successful outcomes from a company-wide diversity and inclusivity initiative results
from both top-down and bottom-up implementational commitment; and

(3) Increasing corporate diversity through this kind of initiative has a positive effect on
employee attitudes and engagement and the overall corporate climate.
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