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TIPS FOR A SUCCESSFUL DISABILITY FOCUSED BUSINESS RESOURCE GROUP (BRG)*
*For the purposes of this paper, the term Business Resource Group (BRG) includes other similar terminology such as Affinity Group or Employee Resource Group
Introduction
Many companies have expressed an interest in establishing or refreshing a Business Resource Group (BRG) to help further their disability inclusion efforts.  BRGs should have a business focus, e.g., attracting customers with disabilities who tend to be brand loyal, recruiting talent with disabilities, etc., and should have an executive sponsor who is a member of the executive leadership team. Companies just forming disability focused BRGs should review how their company has established other BRGs. There are many similarities to BRGs for other constituency groups; however, there are also some important differences.  Diversity Inc. has found that one of the commonalities among its  “Top 10 Companies for People with Disabilities” is disability -focused employee resource groups. 

Organizations seeking to enhance inclusion should engage individuals from that constituency to lead and inform their outreach and inclusion strategies. As an example, an initiative focused on enhancing career opportunities for women is not likely to be informed primarily by men. People with disabilities need to be fully included as leaders in developing and implementing a successful disability inclusion strategy. 
Disability BRGs should ensure that employees with disabilities are represented. This may mean the BRG has two co-chairs, one representing employees with disabilities and the other co-chair representing family members/caregivers. 
This may result in subcommittees so that employees with disabilities are able to contribute on issues impacting them specifically: easily accessed accommodations policies for applicants and employees, career ladders & opportunities for professional development, and creating a disability-friendly brand to attract talent and customers with disabilities, for example. To ensure maximum participation, organize virtual and off-shift meetings so hourly and workers in other locations can participate.
Here are common questions companies ponder when considering a disability focused BRG:
1. Do we have enough people with disabilities to merit/support a BRG?
According to the latest research:
· 1 in 5 Americans has a disability in the U.S.  This is approximately 56.7 million people, or19 percent of the population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014) 
· 75% of disabilities are non-apparent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014)
· Depression is the leading cause of disability worldwide (World Health Organization) and the leading cause of disability in the United States for people ages 18-44 (National Institute of Mental Health). 
· 20% of people ages 55-64 will develop a disability (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002)
Many people do not realize that the ADA’s definition of disability is comprehensive and includes individuals experiencing metabolic conditions like cancer, heart disease and diabetes, as well as people with learning, attention and sensory conditions.
Given these statistics and the broad definition of disability, it is very likely that you have more than a sufficient number of individuals with disabilities to form a BRG. The challenge is getting people to believe it is safe and career enhancing to identify as a person with a disability.

2. We seem to have more family members and caregivers interested in starting a BRG than people who identify as having a disability, how should we address this?
The needs and interests of family members and caregivers of persons with a disability and people who have disabilities have similarities and distinct differences.  Family members and caregivers tend to focus on enhancing health care benefits for their dependents and encouraging the organization to support philanthropic events to raise funds for research and broader societal acceptance.  
Individuals with a disability, like employees from other diverse constituencies, are usually more interested in enhancing the company’s internal workplace practices and culture, and career development opportunities.

Family members and caregivers are more likely to feel comfortable having coworkers know they are aligned to this community, as well as advocating for their loved ones’ needs.  They do not perceive the same potential risks associated with having others know about their relationship to disability.  They can therefore sometimes dominate the BRG.

It is important that both groups feel heard and understood as the company develops the organization’s overall disability inclusion strategy.  To this end, it is useful to have co-chairs serve as the leaders of your BRG: one representing those with a disability, and the other family members and caregivers.  
Over time, you may end up decoupling the two groups into separate BRGs that come together to collaborate; however, when getting started it is usually necessary to combine them in order to have enough critical mass to get tasks accomplished and better engage the broader workforce in events.

3. What else can we do if employees with disabilities are reluctant to get involved?
Communicate a robust business case reinforcing the reasons why your company values people with disabilities as customers and employees. Connect the case to your self-identification survey, if your company is a federal contractor. 
Some companies have used corporate communications to establish an internal communications plan to attract members. Be sure to communicate that top leadership supports disability inclusion and the formation of your BRG.  
Asking executives, managers and employees at all levels of the company to tell their stories related to their own or a family member’s or loved one’s disability will make it easier for employees with disabilities to join the BRG. 
A strategy that many organizations have utilized to stand up a BRG, and/or to refresh a team that has become stalled, is to ask a team to evaluate and help refine the process your company uses for reasonable accommodation.  
An outcome of the experience of working on such a project may be a strong BRG team emerging or a BRG that is revitalized and able to address other disability inclusion opportunities. Other companies have engaged their BRGs by encouraging them to take the lead on developing, planning, implementing and promoting the company’s self-identification campaign.

4. What if we have traditionally had a more philanthropic and/or medical approach when we talk about disability in our organization?
In keeping with what is normative in U.S. culture, most Americans and American companies have historically thought of disability as an area to focus their charitable giving and/or as a medical issue. This has impeded efforts to view individuals who have a disability as talent that can help make the organization more competitive, or view customers with disabilities and their stakeholders as a source of significantly greater revenue opportunities and market share.  It is therefore suggested that one of the roles your BRG plays is to help the organization shift to a social model for disability, which is very similar to understanding the civil rights and social justice history associated with the other dimensions of diversity and inclusion.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Disability:IN has many resources to support this approach including webinars, an annual national conference, consultative resources, a mobile museum, Section 503 Self-Evaluation Tool, and the signature Disability Equality Index that was co-developed with the American Association for People with Disabilities (AAPD).  To learn more please go to https://disabilityin.org/. 

5. How do we ensure the BRG is aligned with our business?
The BRG should establish a group business plan with realistic goals and present it to senior executives and diversity and inclusion leaders. The plan should include goals that dovetail with business priorities, e.g., new customers, recruitment, development/refinement of the self-identification campaign, review of reasonable accommodations policies and practices, and an overall inclusive culture. The plan should include goals with metrics to evaluate the BRG’s effectiveness on a semi-annual or annual basis. 
An excellent example of BRG business alignment, is Procter & Gamble’s BRG Focus Areas:
Employment & Recruiting
· Create & Promote Employment Models across P&G
· Expand Project Reach to all Cincinnati Locations
· Support Recruitment and Hiring of Qualified Candidates with Disabilities
Employee Engagement & Support
· Increase Employee Awareness, Enabling Self ID & Network Engagement
· Continue Development and Expansion of Mentorship Program
· Employees with Disabled Dependents (EwDD) – Continue to Thrive
· Facilities, Resources & Tools – Support Universally Accessible for ALL

Market Place & Partnerships
· Expand Network to Other Regions
· Participate in Industry/External Forums to Share & Reapply Best Practices
· Drive Consumer Demographic Awareness and Market Size Opportunities Within P&G Categories

6. What value would a BRG contribute to our business objectives?
The areas where BRG’s have added value include, but are not limited to:
a) Enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of the company’s reasonable accommodations process and communications.
b) Sourcing talented candidates with disabilities.
c) Encouraging people with disabilities to self-identify, as required under Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act for federal contractors.
d) Raising disability inclusion awareness by hosting speakers, training, and demonstrations of enabling technologies.
e) Demonstrating true inclusion by engaging the BRGs from the other constituency groups at the company through joint projects.
f) Enhancing the company’s external brand and product and service portfolio for customers/clients who have a disability and/or who are family members/caregivers.
g) Understanding and better addressing the needs of employees with disabilities or those who are caregivers/family members.
h) Retaining and developing employees with a disability.
i) Delivering a return on investment with overall enhancements in productivity, retention, returning to work after medical leave, safety, and employee engagement.
Conclusion: Individuals with disabilities represent America’s largest minority group; disability touches all other dimensions of diversity. Having a strong disability focused BRG will aid your company in creating and expanding a culture of inclusion that contributes to your business success. 




For more information on Disability:IN, please go to: www.Disability:IN.org. 
For more information on Disability:IN Inclusion Works, please go to the Disability:IN website:  https://disabilityin.org/what-we-do/inclusion-works/ 
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