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Welcome to our inaugural podcast series. Let's Get to Work Reimagining Disability
Employment Policy brought to you by the Burton Blatt Institute at Syracuse University,
the Disability Employment Policy rehabilitation research and training center and the
Southeast ADA Center. We're excited you're joining us today because we have a special
guest, Beth Sirull. Ms. Sirull is the president and CEO of the National Organization on
Disability, or nod leading the team driving employment opportunities for millions of
Americans with disabilities. Our expertise spans organizational leadership, business
development, Small Business Finance and measuring the social impact of investments.
Our host is Peter Blanck. Peter is university professor and chairman of the Burton Blatt
Institute. Peter is leading a team of researchers to rethink and reimagine Disability

Employment Policy, and now here's your host, Peter Blanck.

Peter Blanck

Beth, it's such a pleasure and honor to have you on one of our early podcasts.

Beth Sirull
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Thank you for having me.

Peter Blanck

The National Organization on Disability has been a leader for perhaps since Disability
Employment Policy began almost. | thought it'd be appropriate for our listeners to hear
a little bit about you and your role as president of NOD, and how you came to this and

where NOD has come from and where it's going.

Beth Sirull

How | came to this is not a linear path by any stretch of the imagination. | have a long
career in nonprofit management. The National Organization on Disability is the third
nonprofit that I'm the Chief Executive Officer of. | came with a tremendous amount of
experience in running nonprofit, highly impactful organizations. | was previously running
a community foundation when nod called. I'm 62 and | have had mental health
challenges since about 10 or 11, and at various times in life, they have been more severe
than at other times in life. And | also have raised a neurodivergent well, he's not a child
anymore, but my son is in his early in his mid 20s and is severely ADHD. When NOD
called me the appeal of disability, particularly in employment, having dealt with these
invisible disabilities my whole life, that just absolutely called to me. There was no
question that | would do this if they gave me the opportunity to. About 20 months since
| took over at NOD, | have learned a tremendous amount about disability and
employment, beyond mental health and neuro divergence, which I'm personally very
familiar with, but have really learned a tremendous amount about those who have more,

quote, unquote, traditional physical disabilities.

Peter Blanck

Tell us a little bit about NOD and its history.
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Beth Sirull

NOD, the National Organization on Disability, is 43 years old. It was founded by a
gentleman named Alan Reich, who was a Dartmouth graduate and had an accident and
became a quadriplegic. He was the first person to ever address the United Nations in a
wheelchair and had a number of positions in government and the like. And he founded
the National Organization on Disability, really, with a bunch of his friends from
Dartmouth who really got this organization off the ground. And then over time, | would
say, maybe 25ish years ago, NOD made a decision to really focus on employment. And
this also called to me personally, because | had previously run a community
development financial institution that worked on creating jobs for lower income people
who needed them. The whole understanding is, if you don't have a way to support
yourself, there's just no way that you can manifest the American Dream that having a
job and for those who are able, and there will always be some people who cannot work,
who need other kinds of care, but the unemployment rate amongst people with
Disabilities is twice that of people who don't have disabilities, and that even when you
control for education and experience and things, that holds. and so, the decision was
made to really focus on disability and employment, because the ability to be self-
sufficient, it's a linchpin of leading an independent life and reaching your full potential.
And our commitment is that every person with a disability should have the opportunity
and the access to jobs that enable that to use their skills and fulfill their potential, and
they should be fairly compensated for that work. We really honed in on that focus a little
over 20 years ago, my predecessor. Carol Glaser led the organization for about 20 years,
and then she retired, and | took over in the late spring of 2024. It's been an interesting

time.

Peter Blanck
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Well, you know that your organization has been at the forefront of many issues related
to employment for many years. You guys conducted the Harris survey, which was

conducted by NOD that led to the tracker, which you probably will talk about.

Beth Sirull

The tracker. We call it the Disability Inclusion Blueprint, and we do it now every other
year the track or the previous survey. And just to explain for people, the Disability
Inclusion Blueprint is a survey, in effect, that companies fill out that showcases the
policies that they have, the practices they have, and what the outcomes are. And with
that data from hundreds of companies, you can benchmark what's happening across the
economy in light companies, and you can show a company how they compare to their
peers. We were doing that every year, but it's fairly exhaustive. It's a big commitment on
the part of companies to provide the data, and we were finding that by time they got
their blueprint and knew what they needed to do, it was really time to do the survey
again. So, we want companies to spend less time on surveys and more time actually
doing the disability inclusion work. So, we've moved that survey to every other year, and
then the companies that score in the top 25% get NOD's disability employer seal. That is
particularly appealing to a prospective employees to be able to say that you're a
disability employment leader. There is a SEAL that tells prospective employees that

that's a place | want to work.

Peter Blanck

Let's take a step back for a second. Go bigger picture. Where do you position NOD as it
is, as a leader and forward-looking thinker in regard to the broader disability
employment policy? And then, of course, we will talk about employers too, which are

crucial to that.
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Beth Sirull

There are many, many organizations across the country that work with individuals with
disabilities to help get them employment ready, to help them find jobs and be
successful in jobs. That's sort of the supply side. We work on the demand side. So NOD
is really the leading organization that works with companies, and historically, we've
worked wholly with very large corporations, but we're moving to where we can serve
the entire economy, but we work what | would call the demand side on working with
employers to help them be better able to employ people with disabilities, and to show
them the advantages of hiring people with disabilities, and to help them Institute the
policies and practices that include people with disabilities. So, if you are writing a job
description, making sure that that job description is skills based, and that when you post
it, it's accessible. When you are recruiting in places where you will have access to this
untapped labor pool. How you're interviewing? Are you offering candidates the
opportunity to ask for an accommodation if they have a disability going into the
interview? Are you doing things to make the interview a comfortable experience for
someone who, say, is on the spectrum in that area, you know you're really working with
companies to understand that it's the skills that they need from someone to do the job
that really matter. For an example, if you are hiring a salesperson, it is very important
that a salesperson can look you in the eye and shake your hand and be very engaging
and welcoming. Potentially, somebody on the autism spectrum is not well suited to that
job, but if you are hiring a coder, they're in front of a computer, they don't necessarily
need to look you in the eye, and we want companies not to judge non-essential skills.
We want them to look at the essential skills for a job and really hire on that, because
then you're going to get the best people for that job. Then it goes along the
employment life cycle. So, you've hired someone, you have to onboard them. Are all
your onboarding materials accessible. Are your training and development materials

accessible? Are managers trained to understand disability? And most disabilities, as you
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know, are invisible, so managers may not know that they have someone with a disability
on their team. And we have data that says when managers and HR folks are trained in
disability, turnover will decline, not just for people with disabilities, but across the
organization. Then, what are your promotion standards? And how are you looking at
your promotion matrix? Is it accessible? Is it skills focused? Years, what we have found
through all this data that we've collected through the tracker and the disability inclusion
blueprint, we took four years of data, 21, 22, 23, 24, 257 companies that had responded
at least twice in that four year period, and most of those companies are multinational.
About 75% of them are very large corporations. And then there are some smaller
businesses based on companies practices. We divided them into companies that are
early in the journey of disability inclusion, in the messy middle of disability inclusion, and
those that have fully integrated disability inclusion into their processes and procedures
and policies throughout the employment life cycle. Lo and behold, as you would expect,
companies that have fully integrated disability inclusion are hiring two times as many
people with disabilities. Okay, you would expect that. What you wouldn't expect is that
those same companies are promoting people with disabilities at a rate of five times
those who are at the beginning of their disability inclusion journey. The promotion that's
a proxy for a successful employee, a productive employee, because you don't get
promoted if you're not contributing to the good of the company. And so, what this
shows us is that companies that are fully integrating disability inclusion are hiring the
right people, and they're getting a lot out of them they're leveraging for the good of the
company, because they're promoting these people. That really helps us make a case that

disability inclusion is good for business.

Peter Blanck
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Your incredible cross fertilization of these, top Fortune 100, Fortune 50 companies,
which you're regularly known for working with, then serves to inform policy going

forward.

Beth Sirull

You know what we're doing this year in breaking down some of the services that we
offer, and we're rolling out a whole new training platform that is on demand so that
employees could do it on their phone on the train. It's called Enable Learning. As | said,
when you train managers and make them disability aware, you reduce turnover across
the organization. Because when you make people with disabilities feel like they're
included, you make everybody feel like they're included. We actually have data, which |
thought was really interesting, when a company has and communicates an accessible
evacuation plan for people with disabilities, turnover the entire organization declines
because you're communicating broadly that you care about people, that you're going
that extra mile. And so, we really see that disabilities feel like they belong. Really talking
about human centered design, putting everyone in a situation where they can be
maximally effective in their job, which obviously is what companies want. We have to

talk to businesses about this. From a business perspective,

Peter Blanck
| have to ask you, while we're talking Al - your company's got to be talking about that.

What opportunities and challenges in your sphere do you see ahead?

Beth Sirull
We're looking at it right now in terms of how we can make ourselves more efficient in

helping us communicate more with more people, more effectively with more audiences.
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I'm hardly an Al expert, that's for sure. I'm kind of one of those people who uses Chat

GBT.

Peter Blanck

Some people say that it's going to take away jobs.

Beth Sirull

| see a couple things. There are budding advantages and budding threats. Many, many
companies now use Al to screen resumes. When you train a large language model,
you're using historical data to train it. If you haven't been hiring people with disabilities,
those people will be automatically screened out by certain words, or if there's a break in
their employment history, they could get screened out when it could have been a health
issue. And so, there's definitely concerns about Al in recruiting and hiring. Al is what
enables some of the fancy glasses. Now, one of my colleagues is blind, and he let me
put on his glasses at a restaurant, and it read the menu to me, like with other new
things, you know, | think we need to look at how Al can be helpful to this community,
but we also need to be aware of the dangers. One of the courses that we're designing
right now in this On Demand training program called Enabled Learning is about digital
accessibility and using Al. We have a couple people on our team, who are much more
expert than | on said topic, are working on that content. It is really important that people
understand what it is to make a document accessible to a screen reader. But now to a
lot of Americans, when you say disability, they see wheelchair. Disability is so much
broader than that. It's much more than about, you know, making sure there's a ramp to
the door or that the door is wide enough for a wheelchair. It's really about human
centered design, and that's really how we're talking about it much more. More about
belonging and psychological safety and human centered design. There's fairly decent

data out there about the percentage of people who identify as having a disability,
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generally thought to be about 25% And then there's data that says that something like
15 to 20% are neuro diverse. There's data that says a very significant proportion of the
population has mental health challenges, but we generally think that if you look at
physical disabilities, neurodivergent versus the neurotypical and mental health
challenges, you're talking about something approximating 40% of the population. There
is no company on the planet that can maximize and optimize its profitability and not

meet the needs of 40% of its workforce.

Peter Blanck
What makes an exemplar of one of your company's culture, policy, innovation, market

size.

Beth Sirull

You know, generally speaking, we're talking about companies that are looking at skills-
based hiring, that are offering accommodations in the recruiting process and in the
onboarding process, companies that are making their onboarding processes accessible,
companies that are looking at all manner of disabilities. The needs of someone who uses
a wheelchair are very different than the needs of somebody who is on the autism
spectrum or is dyslexic or has mental health challenges. A centralized accommodations
process is a really a hallmark of good practice. If decisions are being made at
department levels, particularly if they affect budget at all, you're subject to one manager
will make an accommodation that another manager will not make. And it is important
for listeners to know that the vast majority of accommodations that companies make for
employees with disabilities cost less than $500 so this is not a significant financial the
hallmark of employer is that there's a central system, so it's consistent across an
organization. Some of these things are things that small businesses can do too, and we

do think it's really important, which is why the on demand training is available to a big
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corporation, they can buy unlimited seats. For a company that has 10 employees, you

know, it's $50 a license, very minimal investment.

Peter Blanck
If | was a policy maker, say in the Department of Labor and you were visiting me, what

would you say to me?

Beth Sirull

That's an interesting question. It's funny you should ask, because I'm supposed to meet
with the Assistant Secretary of the Office of Disability Employment Policy. We want to
talk about our some of our priorities from a government policy perspective. There is
legislation in Congress that we'd like the Department of Labor to support. An act called
the Transformation to Competitive, Integrated Employment Act - TCIEA. And many
Americans will be very surprised to hear that there is a whole group of people with
disabilities who work, who earn what's called a sub minimum wage. And sometimes that
sub minimum wage is, you know, $1 an hour. It's really problematic, and it stems from a
post-World War two, you know, when the world looked at Disability entirely differently,
and it encouraged companies to have very segregated workshops where people with
disabilities could do certain tasks. The need for that has really declined. There are not
that many companies still paying a sub minimum wage, but we do want to see TCIEA
pass and eliminate the sub minimum wage. And this is a basic human right. | mean, if
you have a minimum wage, then it's a minimum wage. There's that concept of a sub

minimum wage it's an oxymoron.

Peter Blanck

If you could predict or aspire to where you want NOD to be in five years or three years.

10
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Beth Sirull

| would like to see NOD successfully training and empowering companies across the
American economy to successfully employ people with disabilities, so that we broaden
our reach in the Fortune 500 but we're also providing resources across the economy so
that every individual with a disability has access to a quality job where they can be

successful and fairly remunerated. have The supports that they need to be successful.

Peter Blanck
| wanted to turn it to the brains of the operation, Jonathan, who is the head of
knowledge translation at this new center, and a leadership team of BBI. Jonathan, would

you have some follow up ideas or questions or comments?

Jonathan Martinis

You recently spoke at a conference in Tokyo that devoted to coming up with practical
ideas to enhance employability of people with disabilities. Can you tell us a little bit
about the conference, what you spoke about and what you think the key takeaways

from the conference were,

Beth Sirull

Yes, so it was Valuable 500 Sync 25 and the Valuable 500 is a British organization that
works globally around disability inclusion issues, not just in employment. They look at
disability inclusion in leadership and in representation in media, as well as in
employment, and particularly in Europe and Asia. It was a wonderful conference for a
few reasons. There were only maybe 500 people, and so it was very manageable, and
everybody really got to talk to everybody else. And so there was a wonderful cross
pollination of knowledge and ideas. One of the things that really showed up is the

importance of representation in all kinds of media. People with disabilities need not to

11
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be hidden. | was actually last year, walking down the street in Manhattan by the Nike
store, and there was a mannequin modeling clothes with a prosthesis. We need more
representation of people with disabilities in every area of life, and from NOD standpoint,
what that translates to is we need senior leaders in corporations who have an invisible
disability, but obviously, if it was visible, everybody would know about it. But we need
leaders of organization who people who have struggled with mental health or who have
an autoimmune disease or some other chronic physical issue, or have a child, or, you
know, whatever their experiences with disability. We need to see it spoken about and
normalized at the highest levels of government and business. There was a lot of
discussion about that and really seeing it that was very impactful. What | spoke about,
really was some of the data that | shared with you earlier, and | have more. The
conference was disability leaders on the nonprofit side and the business side from
around the world. Those on the business side, they're committed to disability inclusion,
but they have to go back to their companies and fight for budgets and attention. The
people on the business side need to be armed with the data to go make the case that
this is important to business, and so | was really sharing that what the business
advantages are for being a company that's fully integrated disability inclusion, really
highlighting where the actions that companies can take, Like training and many other
things that really do reduce turnover and increase feelings of belonging across the
entire organization, which leads to increased productivity, which is, you know, what

companies ultimately care about.

Jonathan Martinis
That's what | was going to ask you about. This is not an optic thing only. Is it the things
that you talk about, they result in increased productivity and increased income and

revenue for businesses don't they?

12
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Beth Sirull

That's the case that we have an increasing amount of data to make that case. When |
talk about a reduction in turnover across an organization, few have I'm bad at math, so |
shouldn't do this. But you know, let's just say have 100,000 employees and and your
turnover rate is 5% to replace 5000 people every year. Think about what it costs to
recruit hire on board train and get someone up to speed. That's a very nuts and bolts
dollars and cents advantage. There's data to suggest that people with disabilities tend to
stay in jobs longer, so that if you hire someone with a disability and you provide them
with the accommodation that they need, which, as | said, generally, costs less than $500
they will not leave. You will have a very loyal, long standing, productive employee. That
is a business benefit. Things that are harder to quantify, we would say that people with
disabilities tend to be more resilient, more innovative, more creative, because they have
to be in their everyday life. If the world is not designed for you, you got to figure out
how to make it work for you. That's a level of resilience that other people don't
necessarily have those kinds of qualitative advantages are harder to make a data case

for.

Jonathan Martinis

One of the things that we're dedicated to doing is hearing from as many sectors of the
community as possible, business, policy makers, employers, employees. Who do you
think we need to hear from? I'm not asking you to name names, but what are the types
of people, the areas that are under heard that we hear from as we try to shape the

future of disability employment policies.
Beth Sirull

We should hear from more employees. | mean, one of the big issues is a lot of people

with disabilities who don't identify as having a disability. | think we need to hear from

13
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more employees whether they identify as having a disability or not. I'll be honest, prior
to coming to NOD, | didn't think of all my mental health challenges or my son's
challenges as a neurodivergent person as a disability. But boy, they really are. | think we
need to hear more from employees about their everyday experiences and educate more
about what disability is broadly. We want to increase self ID. We want to hear from
employees about what they need to be productive leaders of corporations. Obviously,
we want to hear from them, because we got to figure out what do the employees need,
and what do companies feel like they can provide, and how do we bridge the gap? |
mean, from an employment standpoint, | think hearing from managers and from regular
employees to really understand what they're up against. We don't have a ton of
employee focus groups. We have at NOD, an employee engagement survey, which was
also part of the project that we've done with you all a handful of companies. They
surveyed employees about their perceptions of disability inclusion in their workplace,
and then it went randomly to many people. So, it wasn't just a survey of people with
disabilities. Wouldn't we just love to have that survey nationally, just regardless of
employer, but just to, you know, survey Americans about their experiences, good
number of people with disabilities, but also people who don't identify that way, that
would tell us so much. Because really, in the end, employee engagement is what drives

profits for most businesses.

Jonathan Martinis
What is the takeaway from what you said that impacts Disability Employment Policy, and

| think employment engagement increases profit is a pretty good takeaway.
Beth Sirull

It's a pretty good takeaway, but we had funding for some kind of random sample of

Americans who work, and we would learn so much about what Americans think about
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disability, how it holds them back, how it maybe works for them. And | think we could
design employer programs that would be very profitable and effective if we knew more

about the employee experience. But that's obviously a very expensive undertaking.

Jonathan Martinis

Got to start somewhere. And what I'm going to say before handing it back to Peter, is
thank you. It's really been an honor talking to you. | would love to talk with you on and
offline about ways we can start making that pathway toward exactly what you're talking

about. Thank you so much, Peter.

Peter Blanck

Great pleasure. | learned so much. NOD is the premier organization in this field.

Beth Sirull

It is a stellar organization, and we're trying to take it to that next level and really make it
possible for every individual, regardless of what kind of disability, but every individual
with a disability to have a job and earn a living and reach their full potential. It is the

American dream. It should apply to everybody.

Peter Blanck

Thank you so much. I'm sure we'll be talking again soon.

Beth Sirull

| look forward to it.

Jonathan Martinis

15
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Thank you, Peter and Beth, for your insights, your perspective and your values. It's a
tremendous opportunity for all of us, with you leading this new center, which will look at
so many different facets and ways that disability employment policy can help us rethink
and reimagine a world with more opportunity for economic gain for people with
disabilities. Thank you so much for sharing your viewpoints today. Listeners, thank you
for joining us for this episode. You can access all let's get to work podcasts with archived
audio, accessible transcripts and resources on our website at www.bbi-dep-rrtc.org. Let's
Get to Work Reimagining Disability Employment Policy is a program of the Burton Blatt
Institute at Syracuse University, the Disability Employment Policy Rehabilitation Research

and Training Center and a collaboration with the Southeast ADA Center.
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