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What this paper is about
This paper explains how workplaces can become more accessible and inclusive for persons with disabilities. It shows that many organizations follow accessibility laws on paper, but still struggle to make accessibility part of everyday work. The paper introduces a practical framework to help organizations move from “checking the box” to building a culture where accessibility is built in from the start.
The work was led by CNIB and developed through research, audits of large organizations, and co‑design with people who have lived experience of disability.
Why this work matters
Most organizations say they value diversity and inclusion. However, this research found that accessibility and disability are often missing from those commitments.
Key problems identified include:
· Accessibility is often treated as a legal requirement, not a shared responsibility.
· Many workplaces rely on individual accommodations instead of fixing barriers for everyone.
· Accessibility work is often left to a few people, instead of being built into roles, systems, and leadership.
· People with disabilities are not always included in decisions that affect them.
As a result, people with disabilities may face barriers in hiring, communication, technology, meetings, and career growth, even in organizations that believe they are inclusive.
What the research found
The paper is based on three main sources of evidence:
1. Research and environmental scans.
Existing studies show a gap between accessibility laws and real workplace practices. Training is often one‑time, basic, and not linked to daily work. Managers and staff often do not know what to do beyond providing accommodations.
2. An audit of large organizations.
A review of 114 major companies found that:
· Almost all mention diversity and inclusion.
· Very few clearly mention accessibility or disability.
· Fewer than half explain how job applicants can request accommodations.
· Very few share how employees with disabilities are supported or how complaints are handled.
This sends a message, even if unintended, that accessibility is not a top priority.
3. Co‑design with people with lived experience of disability.
People with disabilities and accessibility practitioners helped shape the framework. They emphasized that:
· Accessibility barriers often come from systems, not individuals.
· Accessibility should be planned early, not fixed later.
· Lived experience is a form of expertise, not just feedback.
· Clear accountability is needed so accessibility does not depend on “champions.”
The Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework
The paper introduces a five‑part framework that describes what organizations need to know and do to build accessibility into their culture.
The five competency areas are:
1. Co‑design and lived experience partnership.
Work with people with disabilities as partners in decisions, not just as consultants.
2. Born‑accessible design.
Design workplaces, processes, and systems to be accessible from the start, instead of fixing problems later.
3. Inclusive communication and participation.
Make meetings, information, and engagement accessible so everyone can take part.
4. Digital and information accessibility.
Ensure documents, websites, tools, and technologies work for people using assistive technologies.
5. Organizational accessibility and accountability.
Set clear roles, leadership responsibility, and systems so accessibility is sustained over time.
Each area includes different levels, from basic awareness to leadership and strategy. This helps organizations understand what accessibility looks like across different roles, not just for specialists.
Key recommendations
The paper recommends that organizations:
· Treat accessibility as a whole‑organization responsibility, not a side project.
· Build accessibility expectations into jobs, training, and leadership roles.
· Involve people with disabilities in planning and decision‑making.
· Be clear and transparent about accessibility commitments and progress.
· Move from reacting to problems toward preventing barriers.
The bottom line
Accessibility is not just about rules, ramps, or technology. It is about how organizations plan, communicate, design, and make decisions every day.
This paper calls for a shift:
· From compliance to culture
· From accommodation to accessibility
· From individual effort to shared responsibility
When accessibility is built into how organizations work, everyone benefits, including employees, customers, and communities.
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