INCLUDING
GRADUATES WITH A
DISABILITY IN YOUR
WORKPLACE
WHERE TO START

Sharing the learning from the AHEAD WAM initiative for Graduates
& Employers to ensure that those with disabilities succeed
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How to use this publication
We’ve designed this publication to support you at all
stages of the employment journey - so pick whichever
section applies to you and your role and get started!
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introduction

WHO ARE
WE?
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AHEAD, founded in 1988, is the Association for Higher Education
Access and Disability. We are an independent, non-profit organisation
that empowers students with disabilities to succeed in education and
graduate employment.
AHEAD operates as a national centre of expertise on inclusion across
education and employment and is the leading source of information on
the participation rates of students with disabilities in higher education.
Our vision is to shape a future where students with disabilities can
succeed.
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introduction

AHEAD coordinates two projects in relation to employment:
–– WAM (Willing Able Mentoring) is a work placement programme
which aims to promote access to the labour market for graduates
with disabilities. WAM has a unique approach to improving inclusive
workplace strategies – simultaneously developing the potential of

WHAT DO
WE DO?

graduates with disabilities, and employers.
–– GetAHEAD is a network which aims to improve work preparation and
employment opportunities for graduates with disabilities who are
looking for work now or in the future.
When aiming for diversity in the workplace and trying to achieve truly
inclusive employment, we often describe the process as a journey.
Employers entering this area for the first time may feel that they are not
sure where to start, while other companies who have been trying to tackle
this topic for some time may think that they still have a long way to go.
Think about the journey towards diversity as a train journey with lots of
stops along the way and opportunities to learn at each stage, with the
destination being an inclusive workplace. Some people will jump on
enthusiastically but may not be able to continue till the last stop, while
others will get on with more questions than solutions to difficulties in an
inclusive workplace. There is no single place to start.
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starting your diversity journey

Starting your diversity journey

Why bother?

This is relevant to those engaged in transforming their
place of work into a professional diverse/disability
friendly organisation.

1. There is a proven business advantage to be gained
from a diverse workforce.
A number of research reports on the business advantage of diversity
suggest that companies who ignore the ever changing nature of modern

There are many reasons a company decides to review its position in

business and continue to recruit and employ from a limited pool of talent,

relation to diversity and disability in the workplace, for example:

are at risk of becoming stagnant – the same type of people produce the

–– because it is the right thing to do, and therefore is good for business.

same ideas and may slow innovation1.

–– a known employee acquires a disability.
–– a new hire discloses that they have a disability and would like to do
their work a bit differently.

2. There are now just under 11,000 students with
disabilities engaged in undergraduate studies in
Ireland2.

Whatever the reason – what is increasingly evident is that the world
of work is changing, and the rules are changing too. And while this

That is across all faculties from engineering to nursing, IT to teaching.

might pose challenges, there are also opportunities for business and
companies themselves.

3. Sometimes you don’t know what you don’t know and
that can be an opportunity in itself!

One starting point for many companies on their diversity journey is to
ensure that the right policies are in place to enable them to develop

Taking the time to develop or indeed review policies with new learning

and support a commitment to equality in the workplace. Focused and

will support staff development and promote positive attitudes to

usable policies that clearly support processes, together with buy-in

difference in work across the organisation.

from the top, support any practices that evolve. Ensuring that there
are clear diversity and equality policies in place will support positive
values, customer orientated service and key business decisions in any
organisation.

3

1

Hewlett, S. A., Marshall, M., Sherbin, L., & Gonsalves, T. (2013). Innovation, Diversity
and Market Growth. New York: Center for Talent Innovation.
2 AHEAD (2016), Numbers of Students with Disabilities Studying in Higher Education
in Ireland 2014/15. Dublin: AHEAD Educational Press.
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We do know that there is much to be learned. In 2008, AHEAD
commissioned TNS MRBI to establish a broad overview of the
employment situation of graduates with disabilities in Ireland. Having

How can you bring about change in
your organisation?

surveyed 300 businesses, we learned that 74% had never taken part in
any form of disability equality training. Think about this in the context
that at least 1 in 10 adults of working age (15-64 years) have a disability3.

DIVERSITY POLICY CYCLE

1

Furthermore many companies recognise that

“People with disability are a resource of abilities, of
willpower - they are real economic and social actors”

Establish where
you are

6

2

Be resilient

Draft a policy

PAUL DUBRULLE
President of the ACCOR hotels group

3

5

Plan for going
forward

Take action

4

Create
networks

3

5

Census 2011, Small Area Population Statistics www.cso.ie
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1.

Establish where you are					
(take a policy health check)

–– Do you offer variable and alternative working patterns to employees?
Are you flexible about how people can work? Do you communicate this
to potential employees?

Take a moment and ask yourself the following:
–– What is your company employee profile? Look at age, gender profile

Yes/No
–– Are your managers aware of what behaviour could be perceived as

and diversity/disability profile (these groups are just a suggestion; you

discriminatory?

may wish to choose different ones to suit your company). Compare this

Yes/No

to data available from the general population, your customer profile,
the national census and other data that you may find relevant.

–– Now - review the current policies pertaining to equality and disability.
Are they up to date? Do they take into consideration any changes in the

–– Does this data surprise you?

workplace? Are they supported by your board and chief executive?

Yes/No
–– Considering the other questions ask yourself - do the current policies
–– Review the most recent recruitment activities and identify how many
requests for an accommodation you received.

work?
Yes/No

–– If you don’t feel you are currently a ‘disability friendly’ organisation,
ask yourself if you may be missing out on potential talent?
Yes/No
–– Do you train employees to welcome disability in the workplace?
Yes/No

7

8

2.

Draft a policy that is communicated to all and fits
with the integral values of your organisation.

See things from the perspective of a graduate with a disability
It can be useful to view the situation from the graduate’s perspective and

Having polices that work for you and your organisation will assist you in

be prepared to address their concerns surrounding managing disability

adapting to the changing world of work.

in the workplace.
–– Read your policies from a graduate’s perspective.

Consider the following issues when designing a policy:

–– Look at your website and other communications – are you welcoming?
–– Promote clear job specifications to get the best placement/person

Understand disability

match – review the language.
–– Challenge perceptions around disability – make staff aware that

When creating guidelines, it is imperative to understand disability

people with disabilities will present differently at interview and have

and the barriers that exist for people with disabilities in education

different experiences and stories.

and employment. To identify solutions, you must first understand the
problems applicants with disabilities face.

–– Encourage direct contact with people with disabilities, whether
through your own or AHEAD’s events. Consider disability in the context
of professional work and the work environment.

Make the business case for diversity/disability
Highlight the advantages of recruiting graduates with a disability and
address any misconceptions or assumptions that exist around the
abilities of someone with a disability.
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3. Plan for going forward (with your new thinking)

5. Take action

Develop a comprehensive plan to successfully build on the thinking and

Ensure that a ‘positive to disability’ attitude is integrated into your

learning from the first two steps.

employment processes and update all policies and procedures
accordingly. Some good practices that we have observed:

Gain senior level commitment for this diversity/disability programme
and allocate resources to achieve your goals. Be aware that resources
can mean time, some funding and a space to work with others. This

–– Include your diversity objectives at induction and employee training
events.
–– Create a diversity focused employee network or Employee

can be achieved in many different ways. Together with other champions,

Resource Group (ERG) to achieve the objectives and encourage staff

establish a coordinated approach and prioritise the areas that require

participation.

attention.

–– Include diversity and equality objectives as part of management
performance appraisal.

4.

Create networks
6. Be resilient – continue to review the progress.

Decide on your company wide approach to disability and the
relationships that you will establish.

Go back to the results from the first stage and check whether the

–– Promote an inclusive culture – communicate what you are doing with

organisation is moving towards the goals set. Is there engagement at

others and enable them to become involved. This is part of everyone’s

all levels of the organisation? Is diversity/disability linked to the overall

job. Communication initiatives and awareness raising campaigns will

business goals of the company? Ensure that all staff are aware of the

let employees know that your organisation welcomes diversity.

outcome of reviews to demonstrate the organisation’s commitment.

–– Link in with external agencies (like AHEAD) to assist you in achieving
your goals. There is a lot to learn and be aware that you may have

Of course there is more involved than simply developing policies – many

more questions than answers.

of the challenges arise when putting this thinking into practice. For over

–– Don’t forget your public - tell your customers about your openness
to diversity. It may open up potential markets for your services or

10 years, the WAM Programme has found that the most effective method
to breaking down barriers for the hire of a graduate with a disability is

products.
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by ‘just doing it’! Engaging in the process of recruitment and having a

WAM Tips

graduate with a disability in your workplace challenges any practices,
processes, policies and attitudinal barriers that may exist.

–– It can on occasion be a challenge to stay positive when seeking to
make change. Resilience is necessary.

What we can share from WAM’s experience

–– Identify your champions and supporters across the organisation at all
levels.

The most striking outcome from the WAM programme is the great

–– It is important to celebrate your successes.

potential for inclusion it creates. Organisations that have gone through
the WAM process say that they adapted their policies to make them

A diverse workplace improves inclusivity for all employees, not just

more inclusive, and that this yielded benefits for all employees in the

those with a disability.

company.
At WAM, we often find that the power of perceptions can create barriers
to the employment of people with disabilities. While policies might be
well developed, it is still often the case that many immediately think of
a wheelchair when the term ‘disability’ is mentioned. Perceptions and
expectations based on stereotypes and assumptions that all people
with disabilities are the same can cause challenges when people seek
to put policy into practice and make changes. Assumptions that people
with disabilities are a homogeneous group with the same needs, and
facing the same barriers must be challenged. While the world of work
and legislation are be continually changing, so too are people with
disabilities. Technology is now more enabling than ever before and
opportunity abounds for people to realise their true potential. However
there remains a tendency to focus on the disability rather than the
ability of a person. In reality, the impact of a disability varies from
person to person.
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“
What you have to do with any employee coming
in, but particularly people with disabilities, is
to find out as much as you can without invading
privacy or enforcing disclosure, but actually just
working with the individuals to see are there
things we need to do, are there accommodations
we need to make, are there barriers this building
is creating for you in particular and if there are,
can we change those? And, in every instance, with
a little bit of effort, a little bit of ingenuity, we’ve
been able to overcome everything and it’s not an
issue going forward.

”
ANDREW BLAIR, BANK OF IRELAND HR DIRECTOR
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DISABILITY
FRIENDLY
RECRUITMENT
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disability friendly recruitment

How do I engage in a ‘disability
friendly’ recruitment process?
This is of particular relevance to Talent Acquisition
Specialists, HR managers, hiring managers or anyone
engaged in the recruitment process.

How do I make my recruitment
process more accessible for
candidates with disabilities?
Before you even start – ask yourself – how can someone request
accommodations during the recruitment process? Is it clear who they
can contact and how they might contact them? Be aware that this may

Every employer has their own recruitment and selection processes and
in-house procedures. Recruitment is a competitive process and for all

be necessary at any point during the recruitment process. Let’s take a
look at what you can do to remove as many of these barriers as possible:

applicants there is no guarantee of an interview or a position. When
seeking to recruit a graduate with a disability, WAM recommends ‘ring
fencing’ or dedicating a position to a graduate with a disability.

Job Spec

Application
Process

Screening
CVs

Telephone
Screening

Testing

Interviews

We believe that this is reasonable as most often candidates with a
disability are screened out from regular competitions as they present
differently. Graduates with a disability will still be required to compete as
typically there are more applications than positions available.

The Job Specification
A clearly defined job specification is the critical first step in ensuring
your recruitment and selection policies are inclusive and fair to people
with disabilities. Designing competency based job specifications is good
HR practice and enables the company to make an objective decision
about a person’s suitability to do the job.
The process involves:
–– Identification of core skills required.
–– Identification of core activities required.
–– Matching a person’s skills to the job.
–– Identification of any technical solutions or reasonable
accommodations required.
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Know the job:

The Screening Process

–– What are the essential functions of the job to be carried out?
–– What are the general skills needed for the job?

Many organisations set a minimum qualification entry requirement for
job applicants. However, it is worth noting that some graduates with

Of equal importance:

disabilities do not advance through the standard schooling system but

–– What are the physical conditions of the job setting?

may, nonetheless, hold alternative qualifications that carry the same

–– What are the social conditions of the job (work alone, work around

weight as an Ordinary Bachelor Degree (level 7) and therefore warrant

others, work to deadlines)?

How to
Job descriptions should describe the job and NOT the individual to fill the
job. A competency based job specification clearly outlines the essential
skills, knowledge and characteristics required for a particular job. It is
intended to provide a framework within which the interviewer can make
a sound judgment about the candidate’s suitability to the job – thus the
more defined it is, the easier it should be to measure the abilities of a
person, with or without a disability.

The Application Process
Many job applications nowadays are done via an online form. Be sure
that your website is fully accessible. For example, PDFs often cannot be
read by text-to-voice software. Also, if there’s a time limit for completing
applications, is this necessary for all applicants?
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consideration.
Furthermore, it is worth considering those individuals who have built up
skills and abilities outside of the formal education system. Increasingly,
graduates with disabilities are very IT proficient due to the necessity to
engage with Assistive Technology (AT) from an early age.
Moreover, many have acquired excellent advocacy, communication,
negotiation and organisational skills as such competencies are part and
parcel of their daily lives.
A point to consider:
A graduate with a disability may have had different experiences of work,
sports, clubs and societies than other graduates. Their story may not
be a typical story, and whether this is picked up at application stage or
in conversation at interview, it is worth remembering that just because
they present differently, it does not mean that they are any less capable.
In fact, they may bring something positively different.
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Telephone Screening

Testing procedure – some considerations:

Be aware that while telephone interviews may be favourable for some

Are the tests being used flexible and accessible for their intended

candidates, for others, they pose a huge barrier. Make sure that you are

audience? Have you checked with the test developer?

in a position to offer alternatives for those who may have difficulties with
phone interviews as a result of their disability.

For candidates with a disability who qualify for an accommodation,
supports may include:

Testing

–– additional testing time (where tests are timed).
–– a reader to read the test for the candidate and record responses.

Psychometric and/or ability testing are valuable tools during the

–– rest breaks.

recruitment and assessment process. However, if you are seeking

–– a medical device in the room.

to include and enable candidates with a disability you might need to

–– Assistive Technologies including:

consider the following:

–– a trackball mouse or adapted keyboard.
–– a recorder to record responses.

Testing Centre

–– an enlarged font on a PC monitor.
–– an Irish Sign Language interpreter.

It is a good idea to ensure that the centre is accessible for all candidates.

–– waiving the test!

This includes not just the physical space but also the information sent
to candidates before and after the assessment process. Plans (practical

As with any other type of assessment, psychometric tests may paint only

and financial) may need to be made for personal assistants, assistance

part of the picture of a candidate’s personality and abilities. Therefore, it

dogs, medication etc. Having a designated point of contact is a good

is important that psychometric tests are used in conjunction with other

idea, as is inviting disclosure in advance and facilitating the conversation

forms of assessment in order to reach a meaningful understanding of a

about what may be required to ensure a positive experience and a level

participant’s abilities. Decisions based solely on psychometrics may not

playing field for a candidate with a disability.

be the best approach if you are seeking to have a truly diverse workforce.
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Interviews
The central focus of any interview approach must be to establish the
ability to do the job and explain how the work is to be engaged in. Asking
a person with a disability to demonstrate how they would meet certain
aspects of the role is absolutely fine once it is asked of all candidates
for that role. For example, if a visually impaired candidate is being
interviewed for a role where analytical and research skills are core
elements, their route to the information may be different, but it is their
analytical research skills which should be assessed and not how they
access the research.
Remember, identifying the capabilities of interviewees with disabilities is
done through job related questions – not disability related ones.

“
Having worked with the team at AHEAD for many
years now, I have learned how important it can
be to work consultatively with candidates with
disabilities in the interview process. By doing this
it enables us to better understand and focus on
each person’s ability and the unique skills and
competencies they will bring to the organisation.
By taking an open-minded, consultative approach
during our recruitment process we de-mystify
disability a bit and empower the candidate to
achieve their full potential.

”
LESLEE O’LOUGHLIN, GROUP HR MANAGER, ENTERPRISE RENT-A-CAR
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What we can share from the WAM experience

WAM points to consider

Think of the recruitment process in the context of seeking to be inclusive

–– Detailed job specifications and a clear understanding of the work

and welcome engagement from someone who wants a good fit as much

environment and work involved is critical – make no assumption about

as you do. At each stage you are seeking to assess ability and ‘fit’ – one

how it must be done.

stage may work better than others. Allow yourself to recognise that and
potentially to make no decision until you have completed all stages of
the recruitment process.

–– Ensure all interviewers have received disability and diversity
awareness training.
–– Invite disclosure at all stages of your recruitment process by offering
applicants the opportunity to request reasonable accommodations.

It has been our experience that shortlisting exercises can sometimes

–– And finally – remember that there will only ever be small numbers

eliminate candidates that would be successful if just given the

of graduates with a disability seeking a job in your organisation.

opportunity to engage in a different recruitment process. Sometimes

Recruitment generally asks that you compare one candidate to

allowing someone to interview for the job by way of a placement is the

another - and this can prove to be difficult when the number of

only way.

applicants with a disability is small. In other words, one applicant with
the necessary qualifications might be enough!

Furthermore, while it is up to the applicant to demonstrate their skills
and abilities with the core tasks of the job in mind – remember that
they are also assessing whether the work environment or job is right
for them. To do this, they need you to share this information and enable
them to opt in or opt out.
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DIVERSITY
IN THE
WORKFORCE
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diversity in the workforce

I am a manager. What can I do to
ensure diversity in the workplace?
This is of relevance to managers – whether directly
involved in the hiring process or not.

Every manager and staff member in a company has a role to play to
make sure that their workplace embraces diversity and hiring managers
are a key competent of this process. They are often the final decision
makers when recruiting new hires; they manage new starts’ integration
into the organisation; they encourage staff development and learning;
and they promote cohesion and cooperation on their teams. They are
essential to a company’s drive to embrace diversity.
According to Henry Mintzberg, a management expert and professor,
managers fulfil ten major roles in an evolving company. They act as
figurehead, leader, relationship manager, observer, disseminator,
spokesperson, entrepreneur, mediator, resource allocator and
negotiator1.
As a manager, your role in championing advancements in both policies
and practices towards a more diverse and inclusive workplace cannot be
understated.

1
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What can you do to enable graduates
with a disability to become part of
the professional world of work?
Promote disclosure
Disclosure is when a person shares information about their disability
and/or the impact of their disability. It can be a very sensitive issue
for both parties – and similarly to any other personal issue, how it is
handled can contribute to relationships in the workplace. People with
disabilities reserve the right to disclose - it is an individual choice.
To make the process more comfortable, it is important that you are open
to the disclosure of a disability, and furthermore invite disclosure. It can
often be useful for managers if the organisation has a clear process and
a designated contact person to start the conversation. Sharing personal
information about something which may have aroused suspicion and
bias in the past needs to be handled in a positive and trusting way.
Consider what and how much you need to know, and how you intend to
use the information. In the workplace you are more interested in how
colleagues are going to achieve their potential – not so much in their
past medical history.

Mintzberg (2007), H.: Mintzberg on Management. New York: Free Press.
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Do not get confused between ‘disability medical information’ and

individual’s support needs? Candidates must feel safe in the process to

‘disability workplace information’, which refers to information about how

trust it.

someone will do the job, with or with reasonable accommodations.
They should know what information is sought, who will have access
To initiate this communication the sample question; ‘Do you require any

to that information, and why. Transparency is key – when sensitive

specific supports or adjustments in order for you to…’ should be asked

information is being shared, it is very important that the person with

of all applicants. Opportunities include; application forms, prior to

a disability is involved, feels secure with the process, and that there is

attending interview, during the interview, at job offer, prior to receiving

appropriate control of private information. Considerations need to be

important training, performance plans, reviews, etc.

given as to how the information will be shared and stored.

Also remember that if this question is being asked, it should be asked

Should you feel colleagues need to be aware, discuss this with the

of all applicants going through the process, especially prior to interview

individual concerned and agree on a process whereby all parties are

and during the interview. Never presume that you know who has a

comfortable. Transparency, collaboration, confidentiality and clarity are

disability or what their disability might be.

vital for trust to grow.

Many WAM employers have reported that having a clear point of
contact for applicants with a disability (named and signposted) to

Maximize potential and performance

discuss supports, answer any questions about the process and offer
individualised support can encourage disclosure and promote positive

As part of the WAM Programme, a needs assessment is conducted with

relationships.

each successful candidate about to take up a WAM placement. The
needs assessment looks at what reasonable accommodations, if any, the
candidate will require to undertake the role. While supports may or may

Think about confidentiality while building trust

not be required in the initial stages, once the WAM placement is up and
running this situation may need to be reviewed. The manager or WAM

What policies do you need to ensure confidentiality? How do you

participant can, at any stage during the course of the placement, request

manage this confidentiality issue across various departments and staff

a review.

members? Who is responsible for informing the relevant person of the
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Any hiring manager can conduct a similar process with their new hire

It is also worth noting that the Department of Social Protection have a

with a disability (while many appreciate an objective opinion)2:

number of grants and supports available to employers to help fund the

–– Identify the needs by engaging with the individual with a disability and

cost of providing reasonable accommodations3.

determine what has worked for them in the past.
–– Use job descriptions to analyse the essential elements of the role and
focus only on the essential functions.

Promote positive relationships in the workplace - what
you can learn from the WAM Mentoring Model

–– Consult with the individual using the job analyses to identify the
precise functional limitations that may exist for them specifically

Mentoring, a structured process through which an experienced person

around an essential requirement of the role.

provides support, guidance and encouragement to a less experienced

–– Seek guidance from the individual with a disability and other support

person is fundamental to the WAM approach and key to its success.

organisations (such as AHEAD) to select and implement the most
reasonable and effective support.
–– Review and monitor to ascertain whether the accommodations that

A WAM mentor’s role is to meet with the mentee (placed graduate)
regularly and to act as a sounding board for any questions the mentee

have been put in place are providing the appropriate support. Consult

may have in relation to settling into the organisation, work culture

with all parties to determine the effectiveness of a support.

and career advice. This mentoring relationship is confidential and lies
outside of the realm of day to day work tasks.

Here are some examples of the types of reasonable accommodations
that have been put in place by employers for WAM graduates:

Many employers that work with the WAM Programme have implemented

–– Assistive Technology for visually impaired graduates such as JAWS,

their own mentoring programmes as a result of the success of WAM

Kurzweil and Screen magnification software.

mentoring for graduates with disabilities on placement in the company.

–– Irish Sign Language interpreters for interviews with graduates who
are Deaf and where necessary once in the placement, for example, at
induction or group meetings.
–– Time off for medical appointments.

2
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Workway Disability and Employment Guidelines - http://www.workway.ie

3

- http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Supports-for-People-with-Disabilities-and-forEmployers---SW.aspx
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“

Some statistics from WAM to support the facts
–– 84% of managers said the needs assessment was effective and 86% of
mentees said they benefited – win:win!
–– 92% of managers said they would take on a WAM graduate again

I learned how ingenious a person with disability
is in overcoming any issues. Every year I learn
something new. Everybody is different and
managing different personalities/expectations
always gives you the opportunity to learn how to
deal with situations differently.

and 54% said the graduate’s performance was excellent during the
placement.

The biggest barrier is perception.

–– 100% of mentors believed mentoring has something to offer all
employees, 78% believe it benefited themselves and the mentee and
95% believe it contributed to the organisation.

It has changed my approach to the staff that I am
managing. A lot of the methods and principals
can be applied to all staff e.g. open questioning
and listening skills.

Manage the workplace with a WAM hat on
–– Be prepared for change and to change.
–– Be ready to not be fully in control – you may have to engage in new
approaches and new relationships. This can be more challenging than
you think!
–– Get ready to learn – both when it goes right and wrong!

I’m more aware of the difficulties that graduates
with disabilities have in securing employment or
work experience opportunities.

”
WAM MANAGERS AND MENTORS ABOUT THE WAM PROGRAMME
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EMPLOYEE
RESOURCE
GROUPS
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employee resource groups

What is an ERG – and how do we go
about establishing one?

Setting up a disability-focused ERG

This is of relevance to anyone that values a professional
workplace where people with disabilities are part of
the business.

group, it is important to be aware that employees with disabilities may

While ERGs are usually initiated by employees of that specific community
be reluctant to launch such a group because of a fear of self-disclosure
and discrimination. Furthermore disability has historically been allied
with Corporate Social Responsibility and a charitable model. If the ERG
is honestly to contribute to the greater diversity issue in the professional

Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) are employee-led groups, usually

workplace a disability-focused ERG needs to be smart in identifying

voluntary, that bring together employees who share similar values,

where it fits in the overall business.

interests and cultural backgrounds. ERGs were first established to
create a welcoming environment for employees of under-represented

Consider:

groups, for example, parents, women, members of the LGBT community
and people with disabilities; however, in recent years, companies are

–– Does the disability ERG seek to influence the new ground-rules that

now promoting and using ERGs as a way to endorse and celebrate

will define the workplace of the future; its workforce, clients and

diversity and inclusion within their company.

customers?
–– Is it clear what the disability ERG is ultimately trying to achieve for the

Many companies have a disability ERG that aims to raise awareness and

business? And how will this be measured?

promote social justice for those affected by disability.

–– Does the ERG give a stronger voice to ‘disability’ in the workplace?

Benefits of having an ERG

It is important to remember that disability ERGs are not only for

–– Increased employee engagement, greater employee retention rates.
–– Fosters diversity whereby employees can feel included.

employees with a disability - members can also include those who may
have relatives or friends with disabilities, or perhaps have an interest in
the promotion of disability issues.

–– An opportunity to share learning and build on a commitment to
company values.
–– Plan showcase events around specific ERG issues to give greater insights.
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Maximising your disability-focused
ERG

Furthermore, a disability ERG can seek to:
–– Make business sense for those employees that give their time and
energy to this work – perhaps it can be seen as a career development
opportunity.

In order for a company to reap the maximum benefits of an ERG, there
should be formal governance, defined roles and outcomes and goals,
both internal and external.

–– Deliver access to top company leaders and open doors to prominent
projects.
–– Be a think-tank, engaging with different points of view and
perspectives that translate into solutions to meet corporate growth

Very often, companies can focus on the external, for example, in

objectives and initiatives.

partnering with disability or charity organisations to assist with
fundraising events, workshop and information seminars around
disability awareness for staff within the company. This is very positive in
awareness raising but is just part of the picture.
Creating goals within the organisation is equally important. An ERG
seeking to contribute to the diversity values of a company creates not
just a sense of awareness and inclusiveness but also acts as a catalyst
for real change.
Disability-focused ERGs can:
–– Assist HR in raising awareness of barriers to recruitment and career
advancement.
–– Act as an additional support for new employees with disabilities.
–– Identify and advocate for the change of workplace issues that people
with disabilities can often face, for example, accessibility of the work
environment.
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Spotlight on Citi ERG
CITIDISABILITY							
Citi, Dublin

CitiDisability is one of seven ERGs within the CitiDiversity network and

The types of events CitiDisability organise are fundraisers, sign language

is given yearly funding to enable the group to host events and create

courses, wheelchair basketball, mental health awareness month and

awareness on disability issues. The objectives of CitiDisability are to

other awareness talks.

create a forum in which issues for employees with disabilities and carers
of people with disabilities can be openly discussed, support awareness

One of the key events that CitiDisability gets involved in is with AHEAD’s

building and education initiatives within Citi, be a resource to both

GetAHEAD careers event for students and graduates with disabilities -

management and employees, assist in the continued development of

Building The Future. AHEAD and CitiDisability co-plan this annual event

policies and practices, and promote Citi as an employer of choice to the

to take place on site, recruiting over 20 volunteers to help out on the day

disability community.

for an audience of over 200 students and graduates with disabilities.
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the higher education sector

Listening to the higher education
sector

Let’s listen to what the higher education sector staff say about their
experiences:

This section will identify who you can link up with
in higher education and share the experience of
implementing a culture of inclusivity and diversity.

Career Placement Officer

AHEAD is always working to include all relevant people in conversations

Paula Murray is Placement Officer for embedded credit bearing

regarding inclusive recruitment. We have achieved this goal by building

placements in several degrees across departments such as computer

relationships with all stakeholders - students and graduates with

science, design innovation, chemistry, business, economics, accountancy

disabilities; their advocates; disability organisations; higher education

& finance in Maynooth University.

PAULA MURRAY
Maynooth University

sector staff in the careers and disability offices; and employers, both
private and public.

Paula says:

The higher education sector has a vital role to play as they prepare

“I have worked with several students with a disability
over the past 17 years and have assisted them with
their placement requirements and on their placement
journey. All placements are compulsory and this can
be a real stress test for a student with a disability, but
particularly for those with a “hidden” disability.

students with disabilities for the world of work and facilitate placements
during the students’ time in university. In recent years, there has been a
shift in graduate recruitment, with more and more companies seeking
to recruit interns directly from college and successfully convert those
internships into full time positions upon graduation. Reports from
those working in the higher education sector suggest that students with
disabilities are experiencing barriers in this increasingly competitive

I have found that some students are very reluctant to engage with the

recruitment environment. They work hard to get students with

disability office, where professional assistance is available to them,

disabilities ‘work ready’ but as this cohort of students present differently

and when they have to undertake a placement it may be the first time

at interview, they are not getting the same opportunities as their non-

they have had to disclose to anyone outside their immediate circle of

disabled peers.

friends and family. It can be a very daunting process. I have found that
patience and time are very important, since sometimes it will take the
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student some time to come to terms with their own disability, even at
this stage in their life. I would encourage all employers to make it very
obvious that support will be available for a person with a disability. The
stress on the student of second guessing whether the employer will
accept and support them can be enough to deter them from applying for
opportunities they might flourish in. Everyone deserves a chance, and a
start, and you might be pleasantly surprised with the outcome.
At Maynooth University, we offer personal, tailored, one-to-one
placement preparation for each student with a disability. This will be
done in conjunction with the disability office, and each student will
have a disability officer who may attend placement preparation with
the student, at their request. Those students who do not register with
the disability office will be encouraged to register in order to access
the fullest support. We have a suite of documents tailored to students
with disability and these include a disclosure document, a placement
needs assessment and a disability guidelines document which covers
topics such as reasonable accommodation, student responsibilities and
university responsibilities. In addition, the AHEAD booklet on disclosure
is made available to all students with disability and the Placement Office
seek anonymised and specialised guidance from external sources such
as AHEAD where necessary. We look forward to engaging with more
organisations who are willing to extend their inclusiveness and diversity.”
The Maynooth University Placement Office is committed to placing,

Head of INTRA Internships
MAEVE LONG
Dublin City University

Maeve Long is Head of INTRA (INtegrated TRAining) Internships in
Dublin City University. The DCU Disability & Learning Support Service
(DLSS) conduct work based assessments with students who have
a mandatory internship. The internship provides students with an
opportunity to experience the workplace with an additional safety net of
support from the INTRA office, DLSS and their DCU INTRA Tutor.

“Every year, a proportion of the 1,100 students with a
mandatory INTRA internship present themselves to us
with a wide range of disabilities. Others do not disclose
at the outset, but we may discover that they have
specific requirements as the process rolls out.
As of 2016, we are given information about each student that has
registered with the DCU Learning & Support Service (DLSS) in relation
to the nature of their disability. Those that disclose directly to the INTRA
office are referred to the DLSS for a work based assessment. The DLSS
contacts us with details of the students’ specific requirements in relation
to both the recruitment process and the work place. At the appropriate
time (depending on the students’ wishes) we inform potential or actual

supporting and assisting their students with disability, no matter what
that disability may be.

Maynooth Placement Officer, Paula Murray, at: paula.murray@nuim.ie or 01 708 3457.
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employers of any additional requirements.
Some examples of students that we have had the privilege of working
with recently include:
–– A student who has Cystic Fibrosis (CF) who’s only requirement is that he
should not be in a work environment with someone else who has CF.
–– A student with a total visual impairment who brought his own software
into the workplace to enable him to carry out his work, which involved
conducting a user accessibility assessment of a bank’s entire website.
–– Another student who has Asperger’s who initially was very anxious
about attending an interview for a work placement, is now exceeding
the employer’s expectations on their 12 month internship.
Our advice to employers is to not to rule out students with disabilities
at interview stage, but to embrace diversity and the incredible range of
additional skills they bring to their internships.”
Since its foundation, DCU has been committed to forging strong links
with employers for the benefit of all students and the INTRA (INtegrated
TRAining) Internship programme is one important mechanism to
develop and maintain partnerships with industry. INTRA Internships
are an accredited and highly valued part of student learning at DCU and
together with the DCU Graduate Attributes initiative “Generation 21”, it
provides industry with a pipeline of high-calibre graduates, equipped
with the experience and essential skills to excel in today’s dynamic and
globalised workplace.

Year One Course Co-ordinator
MARGARET KINSELLA
Institute of Technology Blanchardstown

Margaret Kinsella is a Lecturer in Informatics (Computing and Creative
Digital Media) at the Institute of Technology Blanchardstown. She is
passionate about all students, including students with a disability, being
the best they can be and has identified with the Universal Design concept
and the benefits she believes it offers the learning environment and the
workplace. Universal Design involves rethinking and redesigning the
environment so that all can engage positively. Margaret is working with
both the user and the designer in her class so needs to think big!
She says:

“All our first year creative digital media students
participate in a Universal Design module in the
Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown. We have
a number of workshop sessions where guests with
disabilities discuss the impact of their disabilities and
what works best for them.
In other words, opening up their worlds and allowing us to develop
better understandings of good design. Our students are learning that
assumptions are frequently made about disabilities and this may
often be inaccurate and therefore extremely unhelpful. Usually the

Dublin City University Head of INTRA & Programme Co-ordinator, Maeve Long can be
contacted at: maeve.long@dcu.ie or 01 700 5515.
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person knows best how to interact with the spaces, technologies and
communications around them and this acts as a reminder that the
conversations need to happen early and often when evolving good
workable solutions for all.
When these students graduate they have a confidence in Universal
Design based on interacting with real people, learning both the
pragmatic and visionary design needs to enable more people.
One guest lecturer is blind and demonstrates everyday activities, like
using money, how braille works, how speech operates on various
technologies and his smart phone apps. His abilities ensured he won
numerous awards while working as customer services technical support
for a major multinational. Once the correct infrastructure, environment
and attitude evolved he became his best self, outperforming his many
sighted colleagues. As a teacher is so important not to limit expectations.
Universal Design allows that to happen. It is good for not just the learner,
it is also of benefit to the future business professional and potentially the
customers – all in all - good for the evolving world of business!”
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listening to wam graduates

Listening to the WAM Graduates

internships and a number of unsuccessful applications I decided to
focus more on events and marketing. This would give me a better all-

The final piece of the puzzle - meet the students and
hear their advice

round understanding of the marketing space and hopefully I could use
my advertising skills on the client side dealing with advertising agencies
rather than working in advertising agencies.

Overcoming obstacles
BARRY WALSH

Growing up I had a huge interest in sports, creativity, and always enjoyed
being part of teams. This is what led me to do a degree in marketing
and a Masters in advertising. After graduating, I went about gaining
as much experience as possible in event management, advertising
agencies, charities and getting a placement in the Public Appointment
Service through AHEAD. I have now successfully gained a second WAM
placement with the Bank of Ireland which will enhance my skills in the
area of marketing and events management.
My hopes and dreams were always to work for an organisation with
a clear career path, that allows for external personal growth, and to
be in a position where I enjoy my responsibilities, colleagues and in a
place that’s easy to get to. Once I’m doing something creative, in a team
environment and not doing the same thing every day I’m happy.
Having completed a Masters in advertising, my aspirations after college

Some of the obstacles I have had to overcome with my dyslexia/dyspraxia
are presentations. Having had eight years of speech therapy, I was never
confident giving presentations. This coupled with my dyslexia meant I
kept losing my place on note cards or messing up where I was on the
screen. This culminated in me having to learn off each presentation
without using notes or the screen. This increased level of practice led
me to become a much better presenter than many of my classmates. At
the end of my Masters, we had to give a presentation to 200 advertising
industry experts with no notes. While others had a hard time changing
their style, I had an advantage because this was the system I always
used!
During my placement in the Public Appointment Service I was surprised
at the range of services available to people with disabilities applying for
positions in the civil service, but how few people with disabilities were
applying for positions within the organisation. This was partially due to
where the information was stored on the website. After a review of a
competitor’s website this was then incorporated into the advice section
of the website which people with disabilities can access more easily.

was to get a job in an advertising agency. Unfortunately, after two
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There is a lack of awareness about the Public Appointments Service and
the positions that they have on offer. This is across the board; applicants
with and without disabilities, who didn’t know where to access basic
information, or how keep aware of deadlines or other necessary
information.

My advice to employers is:
Look beyond the CV. The best companies I’ve worked for have been run
by the teams I’ve had the most fun in and colleagues I had the most in
common with. These are important things to focus on. What someone
got on their Leaving Certificate 10 plus years ago isn’t relevant to what
interests and motivates them today. What they do in their spare time can
often indicate how well they are going to fit in to your team and if this
will improve the team’s function over time.

What to expect from the workforce
CHRISTINA MCCARTHY

My name is Christina McCarthy, I’m 26, and I’ve been blind since birth. I
have a degree in French and Spanish from TCD, and have just completed
a Professional Diploma in PR and Communications.
Originally, I hoped to become a translator and/or an interpreter – but I
found the community interpreting work very harrowing, as situations
often arise in which you’re dealing with emergency medical situations, or
unaccompanied minors or any number of other difficult circumstances.
However, I do still enjoy translation and using my language skills, so
now I do a combination of freelance work and voluntary translation for a
charity called the Rosetta Foundation.
After my degree, I worked for a year in customer service; here I realised
that what I enjoy is communicating with people, in whatever way is
most appropriate for them. So, I decided to go back to college, and
have just graduated with a Professional Diploma in Public Relations
and Communications. Now, my aspirations are to work in the field of
communications and PR, but I’m keen to gain as wide a range of work
experience as possible so I applied for a WAM placement.
Job-hunting is not an easy task for anyone to undertake; add a
disability to the mix, though, and you can come up against even greater
challenges.
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For example, as more and more applications are completed online,

I found that there were teething problems at the beginning with finding

I’ve found many application forms which were very difficult (or even

my way around, as well as unforeseen issues, such as the fact that the

impossible) to complete without sighted assistance. This made an

canteen was set up as a very large buffet – blindness and self-service

already long process even longer, as I had to wait for someone sighted to

don’t always mix! We did find a way around this, however, where the

be available to help me before I could even get my application submitted.

ladies who worked in the canteen would prepare a tray for me, which I
would order in advance.

Then, there are interviews, which are nerve-wracking whether you have
a disability or not – but in my case, some of the reactions I got when I

I feel that my work experience so far has taught me a lot about what to

first walked in the door were, well, interesting. I sometimes forget that

expect from the workplace, and how to resolve issues should they arise.

there aren’t a lot of blind people around, because we’re a very small
percentage of the population, so for most people, I’m the first blind

Then, my contract ended and I was back on the job market, which was

person they’ve ever met. However, this barrier is relatively easy to

difficult, to put it mildly. Now, though, I’m just about to start a WAM

overcome, as the more positive I can be about my disability, the more I

placement with Enterprise Rent-A-Car, and I feel hugely positive about it.

find that people relax around me.
The WAM needs assessment was extremely thorough, and I honestly feel
When I finished in Trinity, I worked for a year; this was my first ‘real’ job,

this should be standard practice for any employer who is taking on an

and I was surprised by how different the work environment is to college

employee with a disability, as it gives both parties an opportunity to ask

– suddenly I had no specific disability support within the organisation,

any questions they may have.

which is normal, but something I wasn’t used to. However, I adapted

The needs assessment covered every possible issue, and it helped me to

quickly, and really enjoyed the work.

see obstacles (and then find solutions) which I might not have foreseen.

Starting my first job was exciting, but it was daunting too. Fortunately, I

The WAM team and my employer are currently working in partnership

had very good support both from a software and mobility perspective

to put in all the necessary accommodations, such as a screen reader to

from the National Council for the Blind of Ireland (NCBI), as well as very

access the computer, and an individual scanner and printer. I feel this

good work colleagues, who were very helpful whenever I needed it.

support is vital and should be more widely available.
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My advice to employers is:
I’d say try not to let society’s misconceptions about disability affect
your judgement – I know that’s not an easy thing to do, but it’s the most
important thing to keep in mind. Also, don’t be afraid to ask questions if
you don’t know something about a particular disability – dialogue is so
important.

Software Engineer – not just hearing impaired
MICHEÁL KELLIHER

I qualified as a civil engineer from Trinity College in 2012 and then got a
WAM placement with ESB for 9 months. After that, I was struggling to
get employment in the construction sector. So I took a conversion course
at Dublin Business School in 2015, retraining to be a software developer.
As a software engineer, I had more employment opportunities.
During my free time, I volunteer for the Deaf community as a treasurer.
I am also a political activist, campaigning for Irish Sign Language
recognition and many other important issues.
While I was in Trinity College, I dreamed of getting a very good
engineering job, having a big house and a fancy car. But a lot of things
happened since - my outlook on life here in Ireland has changed a lot.
Now my hopes are that Irish Sign Language is recognised as one of
Ireland’s official languages, giving us more access to public services,
education and employment. I would love to see everyone in Ireland
communicate in Irish Sign Language. That way, I will never feel excluded
from society.
Naturally, my aspirations after college were a bit gloomy - since I am
Deaf and I didn’t have any work experience and there were not enough
decent jobs in the construction sector. So, I was competing against
engineers with more experience and could hear. It was great that ESB
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and a small number of companies were willing to give WAM placements

My advice to employers is:

to people with disabilities like me.
We need a lot more job opportunities for people with disabilities.
The main obstacle is that there are not enough placements for engineers

Perhaps companies can put voluntary workforce quota in place, perhaps

with disabilities. At the time, ESB was the only company providing WAM

3-10% of jobs set aside for people with disabilities?

placements to civil engineers. Many of us with disabilities would like
to see a lot more WAM placements available of longer duration. When

These people can contribute a lot more because of their life experiences.

I completed my 9 month placement, I saw so many job advertisements

They can bring ‘Universal Design’ to services, opening them up to

looking for civil engineers with two year’s work experience.

marginal parts of society.

I got so much confidence when I was working at ESB. My WAM

We also need the government to provide financial supports to companies

placement was a real confidence booster and I gained some valuable

offering jobs to people with disabilities like the UK’s Access to Work

work experience. I enjoyed working with the small team at ESB and was

scheme.

very pleased that my work really contributed to the effectiveness of my
entire team.
I was surprised to find that most of the time at work I don’t need to use
the knowledge I learnt in college. Mostly I was doing administrative work.
Perhaps that is normal in work!
I was least surprised that I was very well able to work with many people.
I recently secured a permanent position and am really excited about
working full time as a software engineer.
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Everyone has talent – everyone learns
SUSAN WARREN

I achieved a BA in Accounting and Human Resources from the National
College of Ireland in 2007, a Science Degree in Information Technology
and Software Development in Dublin Business School in 2013 and
a Project Management Certification from DBS in 2014. My learning
difficulty is dyslexia.
In 2013, the WAM Programme provided me with a paid work placement
for 9 months. WAM provided me with the stepping stones to utilise the
skills that I achieved in college but most of all, encouraged me to reach
my potential and advance my career.
During my WAM work placement, I was supported and mentored
throughout the placement. Mentoring made sure that all my needs were
met and that no obstacles were in my path, I even identified obstacles

For me, the programme encouraged me to reach my full potential. I was
assisted by the support of one-to-one telephone calls and meetings with
WAM. Mentored work placements are the stepping stones to achieving
full time employment for an applicant with a disability.
In order for me to complete my studies successfully, I had to be a team
player and get the support of my fellow students. Employers who work
with WAM hold the key to changing the workplace to be more inclusive
and I am truly grateful to my WAM employer - I have really excelled from
my placement.

My advice to employers is:
Keep an open mind, everyone has a talent, but each of us learn in
different ways. It’s this individualism that can add value within the team
environment bringing the team closer together, increasing morale and
productivity.

that may occur while in the workplace. Most of all the mentor was
always there for me, even when I got knocked back by the struggling
economic situation.
Recently, I’ve applied and have been successful in an open competition
for a position in the Civil Service.
None of this would have been possible without my success on the WAM
programme.
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tips

What WAM can share with you from
over 10 years of experience
The WAM team have some tips they can share with
any employer that wants to be inclusive and positive to
disability.

Try it out! Conduct an evaluation of
your recruitment practices – for real
Employers providing placements to students and graduates with
disabilities get the opportunity to assess their internal recruitment and
selection procedures and see how inclusive their employment practices
actually are. In order to select the most appropriate candidate for any

How to reach a growing resource
pool of talent
More and more students with disabilities are attending third

position, employers must make sure that their recruitment net is as
inclusive as possible – here WAM has assisted employers in identifying
the impact of language use in job advertisements, the benefits of
competency based interviews and the importance of identifying the most
suitable reasonable accommodations, if required.

level education and graduating with a diverse range of skills and
qualifications. AHEAD’s research indicates that the figure for students
with disabilities attending third level education is ten times that
experienced over 20 years ago. As second and third level education
becomes more accessible and inclusive, the pool of qualified
graduates with disabilities continues to expand. WAM has already
proved successful in supporting major Irish employers to positively
embrace diversity and benefit from the qualifications and skills of an
under-utilized and growing resource pool: graduates with disabilities.
Employers can recruit through our WAMworks database where over 850
highly skilled graduates with disabilities are registered.

How to promote a relationship of trust
Ensure that you take every opportunity to promote your inclusivity to all
applicants. Have a designated person for queries relating to diversity
and highlight your diversity on your website and other promotional
materials. Be visible in the diversity and inclusion area – attend diversity
learning events and network with people with disabilities at AHEAD
events and career fairs with higher education providers. When it comes
to accommodations in the workplace, make it easy for applicants and
existing employees to disclose a disability and follow through when putting
supports in place. In other words, do what you say you will do! And create
a policy regarding disclosure – who has access to the information and why.
This transparency will encourage a relationship of trust.
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How to support your new recruits –
mentoring is key
WAM mentoring facilitates smoother integration into the social

The following are two further aspects of capacity building associated
with the WAM Programme:

How we walk the line with employers

environment of the workplace and thus maximises the potential of the
placed graduate at an early stage. Mentoring also has the potential to fill

The WAM Programme will ‘walk the line’ with employer partners in

the man-management gap that can become neglected within the modern

relation to all aspects of recruitment and selection throughout the

productivity driven workplace. The WAM Mentoring Model can improve

duration of the placement, assisting if any issues arise. Employers and

staff communication skills while simultaneously providing disability

managers have stated in the past that having an external source of

awareness through direct contact. It equally promotes the concept of a

advice was of huge significance and proved to be a beneficial support.

friendly, inclusive workplace environment and an extra layer of learning

How to find the right match between job and job seeker while working

and knowledge transfer offers benefits to the organisation, mentor and

within the current legislative framework can be a daunting task. The

participant. Create a mentoring programme in your own organisation, if

development of internal best practice policies in recruitment and

you don’t have one already. Ensure that the mentoring is well structured

selection for diverse groups, including people with disabilities, is crucial

and encourages the new hire to settle into the organisation.

for modern business and is essentially what WAM is all about.

How to build capacity in your
company

How we seek to develop our learning platform

It is the aim of WAM to deliver as much in-house learning as possible.
Disability awareness through direct contact has proved to play a major
part in breaking down stereotypical attitudes and perceptions in relation
to the recruitment and employment of graduates with disabilities.
Training provided within the WAM Programme, which includes disability
awareness, mentoring and needs assessment, will also up-skill inhouse staff.
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The success of the Programme to date derives from the ability to create
a safe space to develop a shared learning platform among the entire
employer partnership in order to explore issues arising, as all partners
on the project will be directly involved in every step of the process. It is
through this learning environment that the WAM team are able to work
with the employer partners’ line management staff on handling any
emerging issues while also being able to measure (again including the
Programme partners) the application and effectiveness of current inhouse policies and practice in the context of real work.
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