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Accessibility – Accessibility means designing environments, systems, services, and processes so that they can be used by as many people as possible, including people with disabilities, without needing special changes or adaptations. It is a proactive approach that focuses on removing barriers before they happen. For example, an accessible website is built to work with screen readers and keyboard navigation from the start, so that people who are blind or have limited mobility can use it easily. Accessibility is different from accommodation, which involves making individual adjustments after a barrier has already been encountered. In this report, accessibility is understood as a shared responsibility across an organization – not just a technical issue, but a part of everyday culture, planning, and decision-making that helps create inclusive workplaces for everyone.
Accessibility competency (or accessibility competence) – The combination of knowledge, skills, behaviors, and practices that enable individuals and organizations to create and maintain an accessible and inclusive environment for people with disabilities. Accessibility competency goes beyond simply knowing the rules or laws. It involves practical abilities to identify barriers, implement solutions, and integrate accessibility considerations into everyday work. For example, an employee with strong accessibility competency not only understands accessibility standards but also knows how to design a presentation so that everyone, including people with vision or hearing loss, can participate fully. When we talk about building accessibility competency in the workplace, we mean helping people and organizations learn how to proactively ensure that all products, services, and work practices are usable by everyone, including persons with disabilities.
Accommodation (in the context of disability) – A change or support provided to a person with a disability to help them overcome a specific barrier, typically after that barrier is already in place. Accommodations are reactive solutions tailored to an individual’s needs. Examples include providing an employee with a screen-reader for computer access, offering a flexible work schedule for someone with a medical condition, or adjusting a workspace for a wheelchair user. Accommodations are essential for inclusion, but because they often address issues on a case-by-case basis (and sometimes only after a person encounters a problem), they are considered ad hoc remedies. In contrast, see “Accessibility” (as defined in this report) which focuses on proactively removing barriers for everyone from the start.
Assistive technology – Devices, tools, or software that help people with disabilities perform tasks, communicate, or access information more easily. These technologies compensate for challenges and allow individuals greater independence. Examples of assistive technology include screen readers (which read text aloud for people who are blind or have low vision), hearing aids and closed captioning for people who are Deaf or hard of hearing, speech-to-text software that types words as someone speaks, alternative keyboards or mice for people with mobility impairments, and specialized apps that help people with learning or cognitive disabilities. In short, assistive technologies are any products or systems that assist individuals with disabilities in their daily activities and enable them to participate fully in work and life.
Born accessible – A principle and design approach which means that something is created from the outset to be accessible to the widest range of people, including those with disabilities. A “born accessible” product, document, process, or environment is designed from the very beginning with accessibility in mind, rather than being modified after the fact. For example, a born accessible website would be built to meet recognized web accessibility standards from day one (e.g., with proper text descriptions for images and captions for videos), so that users with disabilities can use it without requiring special fixes or accommodations later. The idea behind born accessible design is that it is more effective and efficient to consider diverse needs early, integrating features like high-contrast text, simple language, or step-free physical access during the planning stage, rather than having to make costly or time-consuming adjustments once barriers have already been created. Born accessible design aligns closely with universal design principles and helps ensure more consistent, inclusive experiences for everyone. It does not eliminate the need for individual accommodations entirely, but it significantly reduces the number of barriers people might face by minimizing those barriers from the start.
Co-design – A collaborative approach to design and problem-solving where the people who are affected by an issue (such as people with disabilities, in the context of accessibility) actively work together with professionals and decision-makers to develop solutions. The key idea of co-design is “Nothing About Us Without Us,” meaning that decisions and designs intended to benefit a group (like persons with disabilities) should not be made without the direct input and partnership of members of that group. In a co-design process, individuals with lived experience of disability are treated as experts in their own needs and are involved from the beginning in shaping projects, policies, or products. This can happen through workshops, focus groups, advisory committees, or other participatory methods. Co-design goes beyond token consultation – it ensures that the voices of those with firsthand experience guide decision-making. In the context of this report, co-design is considered an important competency and part of building an accessible organizational culture, because working with the community (rather than designing for them in isolation) leads to more effective and inclusive outcomes.
Cultural humility – An approach and mindset of always being open to learning about the experiences and perspectives of others, especially those from different cultural or social backgrounds, and recognizing the limits of one’s own knowledge. Practicing cultural humility means acknowledging that no one ever “finishes” learning about others’ experiences – instead, a person continuously engages in self-reflection and asks questions to better understand and respect differences. In the context of accessibility and inclusion, cultural humility involves being aware of power imbalances and biases (for example, between people with and without disabilities, or between individuals of different backgrounds) and striving to balance those by actively listening and valuing others’ input. A professional showing cultural humility might admit when they don’t understand something about another person’s experience and invite that person to share their perspective. This concept is important in accessibility work because it reminds organizations and individuals that they should not assume they fully understand the experiences of people with disabilities. Instead, they should remain open-minded, respectful, and willing to learn from the lived experiences of others. Cultural humility supports better partnerships with people with disabilities and helps ensure that inclusion efforts are guided by respect and understanding rather than by assumptions.
Epistemic justice – The principle that everybody’s knowledge and voice should be respected and valued fairly, especially the knowledge of people from marginalized or underrepresented groups. “Epistemic” relates to knowledge, so epistemic justice is about justice (fairness) in knowledge-sharing and decision-making. In the context of this report, the term highlights the idea that people with disabilities (and other marginalized communities) have important knowledge from their own experiences, but historically their knowledge has often been ignored, dismissed, or undervalued by society and institutions. Epistemic justice means correcting that imbalance: ensuring that these lived experiences are recognized as valid and important sources of expertise. For example, if a company is developing a new workplace policy, epistemic justice would mean actively including and valuing input from employees with disabilities about how the policy might impact them, rather than if only managers or external “experts” know what’s best. Embracing epistemic justice leads to better decisions and more equitable outcomes, because policies and practices are informed by a diverse range of perspectives, including those who have traditionally been excluded from shaping knowledge and solutions.
Intersectionality – A term describing how different aspects of a person’s identity can combine to create unique experiences of advantage or disadvantage. Originally coined by scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality is the idea that people have multiple overlapping identities, such as disability, race, gender, class, sexuality, age, and others, and these identities interact with each other. In practice, this means an individual who belongs to more than one marginalized group may experience distinct challenges or discrimination that cannot be understood by looking at just one aspect of their identity. For example, a woman with a disability may face different barriers in the workplace than a man with a disability, because her experiences are shaped by both her gender and her disability. Similarly, an Indigenous person with a disability might encounter barriers that are influenced by both their cultural background and their disability. Intersectionality reminds us that accessibility and inclusion efforts must consider the whole person. In workplace accessibility, using an “intersectional lens” means recognizing that people’s needs and experiences can be affected by multiple social factors at once, and effective inclusion must address this complexity.
Organizational signaling – How an organization signals (i.e., communicates or shows) its values and priorities to the public and to its stakeholders through its actions, policies, and communications. In this report, the term refers specifically to the messages an organization sends about its commitment to accessibility and inclusion for people with disabilities. For example, an organization might demonstrate strong organizational signaling on accessibility by clearly stating its commitment to disability inclusion in its mission statement and diversity policies, by publishing an accessibility action plan or regular accessibility reports, and by advertising how it accommodates employees or customers with disabilities. On the other hand, if a company never mentions disability or accessibility in its public materials, or if it provides only vague, general statements without details, it may be signaling (intentionally or unintentionally) that accessibility is not a high priority. Stakeholders, including employees, job seekers, customers, and investors, pick up on these signals. In short, organizational signaling is the way a company “walks the talk” (or fails to) about issues like accessibility. It matters because it influences how the public and employees perceive the organization’s true commitment to creating an inclusive and accessible environment.
Social model of disability – A way of understanding disability that focuses on how society and the environment enable or disable people, rather than viewing disability as only a medical problem or personal deficit. Under the social model, a person’s condition (for example, blindness, deafness, mobility impairment, autism, etc.) is not seen as the sole issue. Instead, disability is understood to result from the mismatch between a person’s unique traits and an environment that hasn’t been designed to accommodate those traits. For instance, if a wheelchair user cannot enter a building, the social model would point out that the problem is not the wheelchair or the person’s condition, the problem is that the building has stairs and no ramp or elevator. In contrast, the older “medical model” of disability focuses on diagnosing and “fixing” the individual’s impairment. The social model shifts focus to fixing the environment and social attitudes. This report is grounded in the social model of disability. It emphasizes that workplaces create or remove barriers through their culture, policies, technology, and physical spaces. By adopting the social model, organizations recognize that they have a responsibility to change their practices and environment to be inclusive, rather than expecting people with disabilities to navigate or “overcome” barriers that should not have been there in the first place.
Sociotechnical systems (or sociotechnical approach) – A concept that highlights how outcomes in a workplace result from the interaction between people (social systems) and technology or processes (technical systems). Rather than looking at technical solutions or human behaviors in isolation, a sociotechnical approach understands that true progress comes from aligning both the human side (such as organizational culture, staff training, management structures) and the technical side (such as tools, software, physical infrastructure, procedures). In the context of accessibility, treating something as a sociotechnical system means recognizing that an accessible workplace is achieved by coordinating social factors (like company policies, employee attitudes, and practices) and technical factors (like accessible technology, building design, and accessible information systems) together. For example, providing an accessible software tool alone is not enough if employees are not trained to use it or if policies don’t support its implementation – all parts need to work in sync. Viewing accessibility as a sociotechnical system encourages organizations to address both the technology (making sure digital platforms, websites, and equipment are accessible) and the social environment (ensuring staff are trained, policies are inclusive, and leadership is supportive) at the same time.
Universal design – The practice of designing products, environments, programs, and experiences to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without needing adaptation or specialized design later on. It is sometimes called “design for all.” The goal of universal design is to make things like buildings, technologies, communications, and services work for everyone from the start – including people of different ages, sizes, abilities, and disabilities. Rather than adding special features for people with disabilities as an afterthought, universal design principles encourage planning ahead for human diversity. For example, a building entrance designed with a ramp and automatic doors from the outset is following universal design, because it allows wheelchair users, people pushing strollers, or someone with a cart to all enter easily through the same entrance. A document written in plain language with clear fonts and headings is another example, as it is more easily understood by people with cognitive disabilities (and benefits other readers too). By removing barriers at the design stage, universal design creates solutions that are broadly accessible and reduce the need for individual accommodations. It aligns with the idea that good design should work for as many people as possible, and it tends to improve usability and convenience for everyone, not only people with disabilities.

[bookmark: _Toc243923396]Chapter 1. Executive summary
This report examines how organizations can build a strong culture of accessibility and inclusion in the workplace. It introduces the Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework, a comprehensive model of the knowledge, skills, behaviors, and organizational practices needed to create truly accessible workplaces for persons with disabilities. Developed through extensive research, including a literature review, an environmental scan of current practices, and co-design sessions with experts and people with lived experience of disability, the framework provides practical guidance to move beyond compliance and toward sustainable inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc243923397]Purpose of the Report
The Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies: A Culture‑Building Framework for Inclusive Workplaces project was initiated to address persistent gaps between policy and practice in disability inclusion. Despite laws like the Accessible Canada Act (2019) and provincial standards (e.g., the AODA) requiring organizations to remove barriers, many employers remain stuck in a compliance-focused mindset. They may provide basic training or accommodations to meet minimum requirements, yet still struggle to achieve meaningful accessibility in daily workplace culture. This report responds to an identified need for clearer guidance on “how” to operationalize accessibility across all levels of an organization. Its goal is to help decision-makers, policy leaders, and practitioners understand and apply a practical competency-based framework that fosters an accessible organizational culture, one where inclusion is embedded in every policy, process, and role, rather than treated as a one-time project or a checkbox exercise.
[bookmark: _Toc243923398]The Accessibility Competency Framework
At the heart of the report is a proposed Accessibility and Inclusion Competency Framework co-designed by CNIB and its partners. This framework outlines five key competency domains that organizations should cultivate: 
1. partnering with people with lived experience of disability in co-design and decision-making; 
2. born-accessible design, meaning designing processes and systems to be accessible from the start; 
3. inclusive communication and engagement practices that ensure everyone can participate equitably; 
4.  digital and information accessibility, addressing the accessibility of technology and information systems; and 
5. organizational accessibility and accountability, which covers leadership, policy, and governance measures to sustain accessibility long-term. 
Each domain is defined and accompanied by progressive competency levels, from foundational awareness to strategic leadership, illustrating how individuals and organizations can advance over time. 
Rather than serving as a technical checklist, the framework functions as a practical tool for reflection and planning. It helps organizations identify gaps, assign clear roles, and integrate accessibility into everyday operations. By using common language across different job roles, the framework enables coordination between teams (for example, Human Resources, IT, communications, and facilities) so that accessibility is no longer siloed or left to a few specialists. In short, the framework reframes accessibility as an ongoing organizational learning process and a shared responsibility across all departments and levels of leadership.
[bookmark: _Toc243923399]Key Findings and Case for Change 
The research underpinning this report found significant gaps between formal commitments and real-world practices. Almost all large organizations publicly tout their commitment to “diversity and inclusion,” yet far fewer explicitly mention accessibility or disability inclusion in their diversity statements or measure it in their leadership demographics. Many companies comply with basic training mandates and anti-discrimination policies, but do not embed accessibility into day-to-day processes. For instance, only about half of surveyed large organizations explicitly inform job applicants about how to request disability-related accommodations during recruitment. Likewise, a majority lack public information on how they support employees with disabilities or handle accessibility-related complaints. This lack of clear organizational signaling indicates that while businesses may meet legal obligations on paper, they often fail to demonstrate a culture of inclusion in practice.
Moreover, accessible employment practices remain piecemeal. It is common to focus on customer-facing accessibility (such as accessible websites or products) while overlooking internal workplace inclusion (like accessible hiring, communication, or staff development). Attitudinal barriers and stigma persist, employees may fear disclosing disabilities due to negative stereotypes, and accessibility work frequently falls to informal “champions” (often employees with disabilities themselves) instead of being everyone’s responsibility. Many managers and staff still lack confidence and knowledge about how to effectively include colleagues with disabilities beyond basic accommodation. These insights confirm that real progress requires a cultural shift, moving from viewing accessibility as a compliance task or the job of a specialist, to viewing it as a core competency that all leaders and employees must develop.
[bookmark: _Toc243923400]Key Recommendations
Based on the evidence gathered, this report provides clear recommendations for employers, policymakers, and others to drive change. 
Adopt a Whole-Organization Approach
Treat accessibility and inclusion as an organization-wide commitment rather than a standalone initiative. Leaders should integrate accessibility into strategic plans, budgets, and everyday decision-making. This means considering accessibility in all business processes, from recruitment and onboarding to procurement, communications, and service delivery, so that barrier removal and universal design become standard practice.
Embed Accessibility in Roles and Training
Define and build accessibility competencies for every role. Use the Accessibility Competency Framework to clarify what different staff (executives, managers, frontline employees, technical teams, etc.) need to know and do to support inclusion. Provide comprehensive training and resources tailored to these roles. Emphasize practical skills, for example, training managers on accessible hiring and performance management, training IT staff on digital accessibility standards, and training all employees on disability awareness and respectful communication. Importantly, ensure training is accessible to participants with disabilities and reinforced regularly (not a one-time session).
Lead from the Top and Assign Accountability
Secure visible commitment from senior leadership and establish clear accountability for results. Executive champions should model inclusive behaviors, allocate resources, and set expectations that accessibility is a priority. Incorporate accessibility and disability inclusion goals into performance appraisals, management objectives, and corporate scorecards. Ensure there are designated roles or committees (with authority and resources) responsible for driving accessibility actions and monitoring progress.
“Nothing About Us, Without Us:” Engage People with Disabilities
Involve employees and external experts with disabilities in the design, review, and evaluation of policies and programs. Create formal mechanisms (such as employee resource groups, advisory councils, or co-design sessions) to gather input from persons with disabilities. This practice not only improves the relevance and effectiveness of solutions but also demonstrates a genuine commitment to inclusion.
Increase Transparency and Communication
Publicly communicate your commitment to accessibility and report on progress. Make sure your diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) statements and policies explicitly mention accessibility and disability inclusion, not as optional add-ons, but as integral parts of your mission. Provide clear information to job candidates and employees on how to request accommodations and access support. Regularly solicit feedback on accessibility (e.g., through surveys or consultations) and share what improvements are being made. This transparency builds trust with employees, clients, and the community, and it holds the organization accountable for continuous improvement.
Implementing these recommendations will have wide-ranging implications for practice and policy. In the workplace, following this framework can lead to better employment outcomes for people with disabilities, higher staff engagement, and a reduced need for case-by-case accommodations as barriers are eliminated proactively. For leaders and HR practitioners, it means rethinking how performance reviews, professional development, technology adoption, and even office design incorporate accessibility considerations from the start. For policymakers and regulators, the findings highlight the need for more detailed guidance and standards on how to build accessibility competence (not just what to achieve). The Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework could inform national and provincial standards, offering a blueprint to translate broad legislative goals into practical steps that organizations of all sizes can follow.
In summary, this report calls for a shift from treating accessibility as a compliance issue to treating it as a strategic priority and a marker of organizational excellence. By embracing the Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework and the accompanying recommendations, decision-makers can foster workplaces where accessibility is woven into the culture – ultimately benefiting not only employees with disabilities, but all employees and customers. An accessible workplace is an innovative, flexible, and equitable workplace. The Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) and its partners present this Framework as a timely resource to guide organizations in this culture-building journey, helping to bridge the gap between policy intent and everyday practice in diverse and inclusive workplaces.

[bookmark: _Toc243923401]Chapter 2. Literature Review and Environmental Scan
[bookmark: _Toc243923402]Literature review
This literature review synthesizes existing research and evidence to understand why organizations continue to struggle with practicable workplace accessibility and inclusion competencies, even when legal requirements and public commitments are in place. We focus on “accessibility competency” as the combination of knowledge, skills, behaviors, and organizational practices that enable an accessible and inclusive work environment for people with disabilities. Rather than examining disability issues in the abstract, this review emphasizes practical implications for workplaces: what do employers and employees need to know and do differently to move beyond basic compliance and achieve genuine inclusion? It addresses evidence on strategies for training and developing accessibility competencies, highlights gaps in current knowledge, and identifies where further research or action is needed to support organizations. The findings from this informed the development of the development of the Accessibility Competency Framework and guide the subsequent environmental scan, primary research, and recommendations.
Partnership context and research contributions
This literature review and an accompanying environmental scan were completed through a formal research partnership between CNIB and the Business + Higher Education Roundtable (BHER). CNIB engaged BHER to undertake Phase 1 research for the project “Building an Evidence‑Based Universal Design Framework for Accessibility Competence Standards in Canada” to perform a literature review and environmental scan. To strengthen research capacity, CNIB also engaged student support through the University of Toronto Mississauga (UTM) Sociology, Criminology, Law and Society Internship (SOC480Y5), a 200‑hour applied research placement. Under this arrangement, Katerina Koudinov, a SOC480Y5 intern, contributed significantly to the research through a structured literature review, thematic analysis, and an inventory of accessibility training offerings in Canada. In parallel, BHER’s research team conducted a comprehensive literature review, legislative review, and environmental scan as part of its Phase 1 deliverables. The final literature review presented here integrates both of these contributions into one cohesive narrative, with appropriate acknowledgment of each source.
Foundational concepts: disability, accessibility, and accommodation
Across the source material, a consistent theme is that disability is created at the intersection of individuals and environments, rather than being solely a personal attribute. This reflects the social model of disability and the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which define disability in terms of the interaction between persons and barriers in society (Stein, 2014). In practice, this means an organization’s culture, policies, physical and digital infrastructure, and everyday practices can enable or disable employees. The literature further distinguishes “accessibility” from “accommodation.” Accessibility refers to proactively designing environments, systems, and processes so that they can be used by the widest range of people without special adaptation (International Standard Organization, 2021). In contrast, accommodations are reactive measures; adjustments or supports provided for an individual to overcome a specific barrier (International Standard Organization, 2021). While accommodations (such as adaptive equipment, modified schedules, or policy exceptions) are essential, they are by definition ad hoc and often must clear a “reasonableness” or undue hardship threshold for employers (Konrad et al., 2013). In other words, an organization might meet its legal duty by accommodating a particular employee’s needs, but still not have an accessible workplace in any broader sense. The literature underscores that a workplace focused only on individual accommodations, rather than systemic accessibility, tends to remain in reactive mode and may leave underlying barriers in place (Lindsay et al., 2019; Konrad et al., 2013). Truly accessible organizations take a more universal design approach, integrating accessibility considerations before barriers occur.
Variability in organizational focus and terminology
A challenge highlighted in the Canadian literature is the inconsistent use of diversity and inclusion terminology, which affects whether and how organizations address disability. Depending on what acronym or framework an organization adopts, for example, “D&I” (Diversity and Inclusion) versus “EDI” (Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion) or “DEI&A” (Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility), certain concepts may be left implicit. If an organization’s inclusion efforts are framed only around diversity and inclusion without explicit mention of accessibility or equity, important dimensions of disability inclusion can be overlooked (International Standard Organization, 2021). For instance, a workplace can promote a welcoming culture in general terms and still lack the specific policies and practices to ensure access for employees with disabilities. Koudinov’s review of emerging Canadian standards noted that accessibility and inclusion are related but not interchangeable goals. “Inclusive” language in corporate diversity statements does not automatically guarantee that a workplace’s IT systems, communications, or built environments are accessible (i.e., barrier-free) to employees with disabilities. In fact, one analysis found that many organizations’ “accessibility plans and policies are written in broad, aspirational terms,” making it difficult for managers to know how to “identify, prevent, and remove barriers” in practice. Vague or high-level commitments allow room for symbolic compliance (e.g. diversity slogans and basic anti-discrimination policies) without the detailed guidance that would drive operational changes (Dragicevic & Thirgood, 2023). The literature suggests that organizations benefit from establishing clear definitions and concrete targets for accessibility. In short, clarity of language and intent matters: when accessibility and disability are explicitly named and defined, it sets the stage for more actionable strategies. 
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Even where strong legislation and policies exist, studies indicate a recurring gap between formal requirements and actual workplace practices. Both Katerina’s and BHER’s reviews point out that many organizations remain stuck in a compliance mindset rather than achieving true competence in accessibility. Key barriers contributing to this gap include:
Broad mandates and vague guidance in laws and standards
Accessibility laws often impose obligations (e.g. to provide training or accommodations) without specifying “how” to do so effectively. In both the United States and Canada, disability laws have historically emphasized civil rights and non-discrimination but offer limited direction on implementation. For instance, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) prohibits discrimination and requires reasonable accommodations yet does not detail what effective training or organizational practices look like (Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990). Similarly, Canada’s Accessible Canada Act (2019) provides a framework for identifying and removing barriers but leaves much of the specifics to future regulations and standards. The result is that employers may be unsure what “accessibility training” should entail (Blackett, 2023). Researchers have noted that, even decades after the ADA’s passage, the long-term impacts on workplace inclusion are difficult to measure due to fragmented data and inconsistent evaluation methods (Harris et al., 2014; Tompa et al., 2015). In Canada, systematic study of outcomes is even more scarce, in part because federal accessibility legislation (the Accessible Canada Act) is relatively recent (2019) compared to the U.S. (Kovacs Burns & Gordon, 2010). Provincial laws such as the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (2005) have been in place longer, but literature on their workplace impact is limited—most research related to the AODA has focused on educational settings rather than employment (Kovacs Burns & Gordon, 2010). Both Katerina’s and BHER’s surveys of the field found very few empirically validated models of training or competency development, indicating that current practices have evolved more from consensus and advocacy than from research evidence (Phillips et al., 2016). In short, the rules tell employers “what” outcome is expected (e.g. accessible services, barrier-free employment) but not how to get there, and the research community has not yet filled this gap.
Lack of enforcement and accountability for outcomes
The existence of legislation does not guarantee change if monitoring and enforcement are weak. Ontario’s AODA, for example, was described in its 2019 five-year review as a “toothless tiger,” noting that more than half of obligated organizations had failed to file mandatory compliance reports or train staff, with minimal consequences from regulators (Onley, 2019). Scholars have observed a general reluctance by authorities to enforce disability employment laws with meaningful penalties or oversight, leading to “foot-dragging” by organizations (Dragicevic & Thirgood, 2023). The result is that many employers formally comply with basic reporting requirements while making few substantive changes. In the federal sector, Canada’s Employment Equity Act (which has included people with disabilities as a designated group since the 1980s) has also been criticized for weak enforcement and modest results for workers with disabilities. Thirty years after the landmark Abella Report proposed employment equity, people with disabilities remain underrepresented and concentrated in insecure, entry-level jobs, even as women and racialized groups have made greater gains under the same legislation (Rioux & Patton, 2014). Strengthening organizational accountability is therefore repeatedly cited as necessary for closing the gap between policy and practice. This may include more robust compliance audits (with public reporting of results), clearer assignment of responsibilities within organizations, and incorporating accessibility performance into senior management evaluations (Onley, 2019; Blackett, 2023).
Organizational culture, stigma, and disclosure issues
A less tangible but critical barrier to developing accessibility competence is the persistence of attitudinal barriers and stigma around disability in the workplace. Fear of negative reactions or career consequences often discourages employees from disclosing disabilities or requesting accommodations, even when support is needed (Lindsay et al., 2019; Abney et al., 2022). Many employers underestimate the prevalence of non-visible disabilities among their workforce and may mistakenly believe that the absence of formal accommodation requests means that needs are being met (Abney et al., 2022). Research has found that co-workers and supervisors sometimes continue to hold assumptions that employees with disabilities will be less productive or more costly, despite evidence to the contrary (Bruyère et al., 1998; Dragicevic & Thirgood, 2023). Changing these attitudes is challenging, one study noted that supervisors found it difficult to address negative coworker biases even after disability awareness training (Bruyère et al., 2000). Stigma can also manifest in over-reliance on individual employees with disabilities to volunteer expertise: Katerina’s review included accounts of staff with disabilities feeling they were expected to provide unofficial accessibility advice or support in addition to their regular jobs, essentially acting as “informal accessibility champions” without acknowledgment or compensation. Such practices can lead to burnout and resentment, and they allow other staff and leaders to remain uninvolved. The literature emphasizes that full inclusion must be a shared responsibility. As one international standard states, “everyone in the organization has a role and responsibility in the realization of inclusion principles…and in establishing and maintaining an inclusive culture at work” (International Standard Organization, 2021). Building an accessible workplace requires moving beyond HR or disability specialists carrying the entire load. It calls for engaging all employees – from top leadership to front-line staff – in recognizing and removing barriers, learning inclusive practices, and valuing the expertise of people with lived experience of disability (International Standard Organization, 2021).
Ambiguity in responsibility and process
Both reviews observe that many organizations have not clearly assigned or internalized who is responsible for accessibility outcomes. Compliance duties often fall to Human Resources or a small, designated accessibility office, rather than being built into the roles of managers, IT professionals, facilities planners, and other staff who make daily decisions that affect accessibility (Bruyère et al., 2000). In practice, this can mean, for example, that a hiring manager may never receive training on accessible recruitment, assuming HR will “take care of” any disability issues, or an IT team might treat accessibility as solely a compliance checklist handled by an outside consultant. This siloing of responsibility leads to uneven implementation. Case studies in Canadian workplaces have noted that supervisors often feel unprepared to arrange accommodations and must rely on personal judgment or past experience in the absence of formal guidance (Williams-Whitt et al., 2016). One consequence is that accessibility may be handled informally (e.g., a few conscientious individuals try to solve issues as they arise) but not systematically. Both the literature and emerging standards recommend clarifying roles and processes for accessibility. Without this clarity, accessibility efforts tend to depend on individual initiative rather than organizational systems.
Framing accessibility across the employment life cycle
A practical insight from the Canadian review is to consider “when and where” accessibility competence is needed throughout the employment life cycle. Workplaces create barriers or supports at every stage of an employee’s journey: recruitment, hiring, onboarding, day-to-day work, training and development, performance management, advancement, and even off boarding. For instance, if recruitment processes do not actively reach candidates with disabilities or if job postings are not in accessible formats, organizations miss out on talent at the outset. If new hires with disabilities do join but encounter poorly coordinated onboarding (e.g. technology that is not set up for assistive devices on day one), their ability to succeed is undermined. If performance review processes do not account for needed accommodations (for example, evaluating an employee before their adaptive equipment is in place), employees with disabilities may be judged unfairly. The National Standard of Canada for Work Disability (2024) highlights such failure points and calls for employers to embed accessibility into each phase, from advertising jobs with clear accommodation statements, to ensuring accommodations are in place before evaluating new employees, to using “an intersectional accessibility lens” when considering promotions and career development. In effect, developing accessibility competence means that all facets of HR management and daily operations should integrate accessibility considerations. This includes technology choices, communication methods, workplace design, team culture, and leadership practices. If accessibility is treated only as a matter of compliance training or an HR policy, it will not permeate these other functions. But if it is approached as an ongoing, cross-functional commitment, it can reduce the need for case-by-case fixes.
The literature also finds that when organizations adopt universal design or design-for-all principles in their processes (rather than focusing solely on individual accommodations), it can reduce barriers from the start and normalize accessibility as part of quality and innovation. Universal design approaches encourage planners to anticipate a range of human needs in advance, whether in information technology, workspace layout, or job design, rather than viewing disability as an exception (Sheppard-Jones et al., 2021). This proactive mindset can lessen the administrative burden of retrofitting or special-case accommodations and help shift attitudes: accessibility is no longer “special treatment” but simply good design and management practice (Doussard et al., 2024). However, implementing universal design effectively often requires organizational learning and expertise, which is where an accessibility competency framework can provide structure (Coverdale, Lewthwaite, & Horton, 2024). The crucial point is that accessibility competence is not limited to disability specialists, but needs to be distributed across many roles (e.g. recruiters, procurement officers, IT developers, facilities staff, managers) with appropriate expectations and training for each (International Standard Organization, 2021; Mullin et al., 2021).
Workplace training and education: what works and what is missing
Both the U.S. and Canadian policy landscapes assume that training is a key strategy to improve workplace disability inclusion, indeed, most accessibility laws mention training obligations. In practice, the content and quality of such training vary widely, and evidence of effectiveness remains limited. A systematic review by Phillips et al. (2016) concluded that there is a “shortage of diversity training that is backed by empirical evidence”. Similarly, a meta-analysis of diversity training more broadly found mixed results and emphasized that training is most effective when it is part of a larger organizational commitment to inclusion, rather than a one-off event (Bezrukova, Jehn, & Spell, 2012). The literature suggests several good practices for accessibility training.
First, training should be relevant to the organization’s context and clearly tied to applicable laws and internal policies, for example, explaining how the requirements of the Accessible Canada Act or a provincial standard translate into the company’s own procedures (Chavez & Weisinger, 2008; Blackett, 2023). Effective programs use concrete scenarios to illustrate how accessibility issues arise in daily workflows and how employees can address them, rather than sticking to abstract principles. 
Second, training efforts must reach all levels of staff, including senior leadership and managers, not only front-line employees or specific groups. When executives actively participate, it signals commitment and helps ensure that new knowledge is reinforced through accountability (Mullin et al., 2021). By contrast, if training is isolated to a diversity office or an online module that managers simply “check off,” its impact on organizational culture and practices will be minimal. 
Third, research indicates that training should be ongoing and reinforced, not a one-time session. Regular, repeated learning opportunities, whether annual refreshers, integrated discussions, or on-the-job learning activities, are needed to truly change behaviors and mindsets (Chavez & Weisinger, 2008; Findler et al., 2007). 
Fourth, training content and format must themselves be accessible and inclusive for participants. This point, while obvious, is sometimes overlooked: many organizations have rolled out mandatory e-learning modules on disability awareness that were not fully accessible to employees with disabilities, undermining the message. Ensuring training sessions, videos, documents, and web content meet accessibility standards (e.g. providing captioning, screen-reader-friendly materials, alternative formats) is a fundamental part of demonstrating an inclusive approach. 
Finally, some innovative training approaches show promise but require caution. For example, simulations and role-playing exercises can increase participants’ understanding of disability issues and empathy for colleagues (Lindsay et al., 2020). However, if not designed and facilitated carefully, simulations (such as having participants temporarily use blindfolds or wheelchairs) may inadvertently reinforce stereotypes or discomfort (Lindsay et al., 2020). The consensus in the literature is that effective training alone is not sufficient, it must be part of a broader strategy including policy, leadership accountability, and changes to organizational systems, but it is a necessary component of building the skills and awareness that comprise accessibility competency (Chavez & Weisinger, 2008; Mullin et al., 2021; Phillips et al., 2016).
Integrating research findings into practice
A primary goal of this review was to extract actionable insights that can guide organizations and the development of competency frameworks. A central finding is that many employers have approached accessibility only at a surface level, focusing on compliance requirements (such as providing a one-time training or drafting a general policy) rather than cultivating an organizational culture of inclusion and specific role-based competencies. This is sometimes reinforced by the way legal requirements are written, for example, Ontario’s AODA mandates that organizations train staff on accessibility standards (Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005), but it does not define the content or quality of such training. Our review highlights that bridging this gap requires treating accessibility as an ongoing learning process and a shared responsibility. This includes clarity from the top (setting expectations that every department and role has a part to play in accessibility), investment in practical training and tools, and mechanisms to hold organizations accountable for outcomes beyond just paper compliance (Blackett, 2023; Onley, 2019). Notably, our search did not find any off-the-shelf “accessibility competency” models ready for direct adoption. This underlines why CNIB’s initiative to develop an Accessibility Competency Framework is timely, it addresses a recognized need to go beyond broad mandates and help organizations understand “how” to operationalize accessibility on a day-to-day basis. The next sections of this report (the legislative review, environmental scan, and primary research) will build on these literature insights to propose a framework and recommendations tailored to the Canadian context.
[bookmark: _Toc243923404]Environmental Scan
The environmental scan complements the literature review by examining how accessibility competence is being promoted in practice by organizations across Canada and the United States. Whereas the literature review drew on academic and policy sources, the scan looked outward to real-world organizations, including public-sector agencies, non-profit organizations, and private companies, to identify current initiatives, programs, and policies aimed at improving accessibility and inclusion in the workplace. This scan was jointly informed by BHER’s broad survey of 52 organizations (highlighting examples of “good practices”) and Katerina Koudinov’s detailed inventory of accessibility training services available in Canada. The goal was to understand what strategies and resources are already in use, which aspects of accessibility competence they address, and where there are gaps or opportunities for innovation. This section presents a unified analysis of the findings, organized around major themes in the practice landscape.
Prevailing focus on compliance training
A clear pattern in the environmental scan is that the majority of readily available workplace accessibility training is compliance oriented. Many organizations, especially in Canada, have developed training programs primarily to meet legislative requirements, such as Ontario’s AODA mandate that all employees receive training on accessibility standards (Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005). For instance, the Government of Ontario provides free e-learning modules (each roughly 15–30 minutes long) on topics like Customer Service Standards, Information and Communication Standards, Employment Standards, and Design of Public Spaces, which cover the basics of the AODA requirements. These modules are widely used by organizations to fulfill legal obligations to train staff. While such courses help establish a baseline awareness of accessibility definitions and rules, their content is typically general and brief, emphasizing awareness of the law and courteous customer service rather than building practical skills for creating accessible work environments
Outside of mandated government training, the landscape of accessibility-related training is fragmented. Private training vendors and non-profit organizations offer a variety of short courses and workshops, often focusing on specific skills or topics. Common offerings include: how to create accessible documents (e.g. making Word or PDF files accessible), understanding assistive technologies, web accessibility and WCAG compliance workshops, and general “disability awareness” or “sensitivity” training for employees. These courses are delivered in formats ranging from one-hour webinars and on-demand e-learning to multi-week instructor-led programs for professional certification. Many are open to the general public or marketed to workplaces as turn-key solutions. The Rick Hansen Foundation, for example, provides a suite of courses including short “Inclusion and Accessibility” training for employees and more intensive “Professional” training for accessibility specialists in the built environment. Various disability-focused non-profits and consultancies (e.g. in British Columbia and Nova Scotia) have created training modules for employers on topics like respectful communication, inclusive hiring practices, and disability confidence.
The breadth of topics covered by available training is encouraging, but the scan also reveals challenges. One issue is that much of the training remains short-term and awareness-driven. Webinars or lunch-and-learn sessions can introduce concepts but may not be sufficient to change practices. Unless they are part of a larger capacity-building program, their effect may be limited. Another issue is that training for managers and leaders is not as common as basic employee disability awareness training. This aligns with the literature: without leadership “buy-in” and modeling of accessibility competencies at the top, it is difficult for training to translate into organizational change (Mullin et al., 2021). A third concern is that the accessibility of the training itself is not always guaranteed. In Katerina’s inventory of Canadian training services, the majority of offerings did not explicitly mention whether the training materials were available in alternate formats or if the training platform was accessible for all participants. This omission suggests a lack of consistency in “practicing what we preach,” a reminder that developing accessibility competence must include the way we deliver education and information.
Innovative practices and comprehensive approaches
Despite these challenges, the environmental scan also highlights numerous promising practices that illustrate how organizations can foster accessibility competence. BHER’s research identified nine broad practice areas (spanning policy, technology, communication, training, feedback, and more) that appear to support accessibility initiatives when implemented effectively. Many leading organizations combine multiple strategies. For example, large companies known as accessibility leaders (e.g. major Canadian banks and tech firms) typically have formal policies that go beyond legal compliance, partnerships with disability organizations, ongoing employee training programs, employee resource groups or advisory councils that engage staff with disabilities in decision-making, regular accessibility audits, customer and employee feedback mechanisms, and public engagement or advocacy efforts to promote inclusion. Public-sector institutions like federal agencies have also developed multi-faceted programs: for instance, Service Canada established internal accessibility teams and training as part of complying with the Accessible Canada Act, and the Canadian Human Rights Commission has implemented organization-wide accessibility plans and feedback processes. In the non-profit sector, organizations such as the Disability Alliance BC and Easter Seals Canada run specialized training and mentoring programs that help other employers become more inclusive (often focusing on specific areas like disability awareness, legal compliance, or assistive technology use). Collaboration is a recurring theme: companies that excel in this area often seek guidance from external experts or partner with disability-focused groups (e.g. consulting with accessibility organizations or participating in networks like the Community of Accessible Employers in British Columbia).
The training services inventory for Canada provides additional granularity on the kinds of training available. It shows that federal and provincial governments have produced several online toolkits and courses to assist organizations. Besides the Ontario and Manitoba government modules mentioned above, the Government of Canada’s Digital Accessibility Toolkit centralizes tutorials on making websites and digital content accessible, and Nova Scotia’s Human Rights Commission offers a free course called “Working with Abilities” to educate employers on accommodating disabilities in the workplace. Post-secondary institutions are also getting involved: for example, Carleton University’s Professional Education for Accessibility Competence (PEAC) program (launched in Ontario) is a non-credit certificate aimed at moving organizations “beyond compliance to inclusion” by training accessibility champions within companies. These efforts indicate a growing recognition that accessibility competence requires more than reading a policy – it requires specific learning and capacity building. 
Gaps and opportunities
Notwithstanding the positive examples noted, the overall picture that emerges from the scan is that most organizations are still in early stages of developing true accessibility competence. Many initiatives are piecemeal. For instance, an employer might implement a new accessible customer service training because it is legally required, but fail to invest in less visible areas like accessible procurement or internal communications. Or a company might upgrade its digital products for customers with disabilities while neglecting the accessibility of its internal IT systems for employees. This imbalance, prioritizing customer-facing accessibility over workplace inclusion, was observed in several cases and is echoed in broader assessments of Canadian organizations (Dragicevic & Thirgood, 2023). The lack of robust evaluation is another significant gap: even when organizations roll out training or new policies, few measure the outcomes in terms of improved confidence, skills, or reduced barriers. As BHER notes, the actual quality and effectiveness of many current accessibility training programs “can only be truly evaluated through direct investigation.” This leads to a cycle where organizations implement widely accepted practices (e.g. unconscious bias training, disability awareness days) without strong evidence of their impact, simply because these practices are considered industry “best practices.”
Finally, the scan underscores the need to address structural and cultural dimensions of accessibility alongside technical fixes. Many of the standout organizations make accessibility visible and accountable across the organization: for example, by establishing cross-functional accessibility task forces, assigning formal responsibility to executives, and publicly reporting on progress. These mechanisms go beyond training by embedding accessibility into governance. They also align with what the literature says about sustaining change: without top-level commitment and accountability, the best of intentions at the frontline may wither (Mullin et al., 2021). Yet, such mechanisms are not yet common.
In summary, the practical landscape reveals a strong compliance core, most organizations are aware of their legal obligations, but a continuing need to translate that awareness into capability. There are encouraging examples of organizations taking comprehensive action, but also many instances of superficial or one-dimensional approaches. The insights from this environmental scan, together with the literature review, point to several opportunities for improvement. Organizations would benefit from expanding their focus on role-specific competencies, ensuring that training leads to tangible changes in practice, and investing in systems (like feedback channels, employee networks, and accountability measures) that reinforce and sustain accessibility as an organizational norm. These insights will directly inform the development of CNIB’s Accessibility Competency Framework and the recommendations for next steps. In particular, they highlight that improving workplace accessibility competence is not about one program or policy change, it is about a constellation of practices that need to work in concert to drive cultural and structural change. The subsequent phases of this project, including primary research with organizations and co-design sessions with stakeholders, will seek to validate and build upon these findings to formulate a practical, evidence-informed framework for action.
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Here, we provide a consolidated account of the source materials and key content that informed the above synthesis. It is intended as a record of the evidence base behind the literature review and environmental scan. It can be used for reference or verification and made available on request to those interested in the detailed inputs to this report.
Source documents and research inputs
· BHER Phase 1 Research Report: Accessibility competence in the workplace: Good practices, environmental scan, literature review, and legislation review of Canada and the USA. This is an unpublished research report produced by BHER for CNIB, which included a comprehensive literature review (primarily covering academic and grey literature from 1990–2024 in the U.S. and 2005–2024 in Canada), a review of Canadian and U.S. legislation, and an environmental scan of 52 organizations’ accessibility practices.
· Internship Research by K. Koudinov (2025): This includes several internal documents prepared by the UTM SOC480Y5 intern: a structured literature review focused on workplace accessibility and compliance (“Organizational Signaling” literature review), an analysis of the variability in diversity and inclusion terminology (“Variability of Focus: D&I, EDI, and IDEA”), and a spreadsheet inventory titled Accessibility Training Services in Canada (Oct 2025) cataloguing available training programs, courses, and resources across provinces. These materials provided detailed insights, particularly on Canadian contexts, language/definitions, and the training landscape.
· Policy and standards documents: Key legislative texts (e.g., ADA, ACA, AODA, AMA) and emerging standards (especially the CSA National Standard of Canada for Accessible Employment) were reviewed to understand regulatory requirements and recommended practices. These are reflected in both BHER’s report and Katerina’s analysis, and they have been treated as primary source material for factual information about legal obligations and standards.
Thematic summary of literature insights
The following table summarizes how major themes in the literature review were derived from the source materials and the original references that support them:
· Disability as a social and environmental phenomenon
The internship literature review framed disability primarily through the social model and a human-rights lens, drawing on the CRPD and authors such as Stein (2014). This aligns with BHER’s use of human-rights–based definitions of disability that emphasize environmental and structural barriers rather than individual impairment.
· Distinction between accessibility and accommodation
The internship review emphasized the difference between proactive accessibility and reactive accommodations, citing ISO 30415:2021, NSC (2024), and research by Konrad et al. (2013) and Hossain et al. (2021). Similarly, BHER defined “accessibility competence” as proactive knowledge and skills that go beyond legal compliance or individual accommodation responses.
· Legislative context: Canada versus the United States
Both sources highlighted differences in the timing and scope of disability legislation across jurisdictions (Kovacs Burns & Gordon, 2010). They also noted a relative lack of Canadian research examining workplace outcomes following newer legislation, such as the Accessible Canada Act (2019), compared to the more established U.S. evidence base (Harris et al., 2014).
· Vagueness of requirements and guidance
The internship literature review discussed how broad or non-specific accessibility policies can impede implementation in practice, particularly when commitments are not accompanied by concrete guidance. BHER’s review echoed this concern, noting that training mandates often lack clarity. Relevant sources included Dragicevic and Thirgood (2023) and recommendations from the Employment Equity Act Review (Blackett, 2023).
· Underenforcement of regulations
The internship review identified underenforcement of Ontario’s Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) (Onley, 2019; Dragicevic & Thirgood, 2023) and limited impacts associated with Canada’s Employment Equity Act (Rioux & Patton, 2014). BHER similarly observed that many organizations engage in superficial compliance, following “expected trends” without pursuing substantive organizational change.
· Stigma and disclosure barriers
Both sources identified fear of stigma as a significant barrier to disclosure and accommodation requests (Lindsay et al., 2019; Abney et al., 2022). Koudinov’s analysis, along with earlier work by Bruyère et al. (2000), documented persistent negative attitudes and low disability confidence among managers and co-workers.
· Responsibility gaps within organizations
The internship research noted that responsibility for disability compliance often falls disproportionately on human resources departments (Bruyère et al., 2000), with many accessibility-related tasks handled informally by a small number of individuals. BHER’s findings similarly emphasized the need to embed accessibility across roles and highlighted organizations that established accountability structures such as executive champions or cross-functional task forces (Mullin et al., 2021).
· Employment life-cycle approach
The internship literature review made extensive use of the employment life-cycle framework, drawing on the new Canadian accessibility standard (ASC, 2024), which outlines accessibility requirements at each stage of employment. This approach helped identify where specific competencies are required, including recruitment, onboarding, and retention.
· Workplace training practices
BHER’s literature review examined workplace training initiatives and identified common limitations, including reliance on one-off training and a lack of evaluation (Phillips et al., 2016; Findler et al., 2007). It also summarized evidence-based recommendations for effective training, such as tailoring content to organizational context, engaging leadership, and offering training on an ongoing basis (Chavez & Weisinger, 2008; Lindsay et al., 2020; Mullin et al., 2021).
· Impact of organizational size and resources
The internship review highlighted differences between large and small employers, noting that larger organizations are more likely to have formal disability programs and higher rates of hiring persons with disabilities (Bruyère et al., 2006; Kennedy & Olney, 2001). BHER’s environmental scan similarly found that leading practices were more common in organizations with greater resources.
· Return-to-work and disability management programs
The internship literature review identified return-to-work and disability management programs as effective mechanisms for improving supervisor support and creating structured, consistent approaches to disability inclusion (McGuire et al., 2017; Williams-Whitt et al., 2016). These programs illustrate a shift from ad hoc responses to more systematic practices.
· Effective practices across nine domains
BHER synthesized nine key domains of effective practice, including policies, partnerships, technology, communication, training, collaboration, feedback, audits, and public awareness. The internship scan provided concrete examples within these domains, such as the Rick Hansen Foundation’s accessibility certification program under audits and assessments. This integrated review draws on those examples to illustrate how each domain is operationalized in practice.
· Evidence gaps and need for primary research
Both sources identified a lack of rigorous evaluation of existing accessibility initiatives (Harris et al., 2014; Phillips et al., 2016). BHER explicitly recommended that the next phase of the project involve primary research to assess the quality and outcomes of current accessibility training and competence-building efforts.

Highlights from the Canadian training and education inventory
The following points summarize key observations from the internal inventory of accessibility training services in Canada, which catalogued dozens of offerings by various providers (public, private, and non-profit). This provides context on what types of training are commonly available:
· Regulatory compliance modules: Many offerings are tied to specific legislation. For example, the Ontario government’s AccessForward e-learning series covers each AODA standard (customer service, employment, information and communication, etc.) in short modules (typically 10–30 minutes each) and is available free of charge. Manitoba offers similar free online courses on the requirements of the Accessibility for Manitobans Act, such as training for the Employment Standard and Customer Service Standard (Manitoba Accessibility Office, n.d.). These modules are mostly basic overviews designed to help organizations meet mandatory training requirements. Their focus is on understanding the provisions of the law and how to interact with the public or customers with disabilities. 
· General disability awareness training: A number of organizations (e.g., provincial disability nonprofits and private consultancies) offer short workshops or webinars on topics like “Disability 101” or “Creating an Inclusive Workplace.” These typically cover types of disabilities, barriers people may face, proper disability etiquette and communication tips, and an overview of employers’ legal obligations. For instance, Accessibility Services Canada offers an introductory Accessibility Awareness course covering different disability types, barriers, and best practices for customer service, employment, and communications. Such training is often delivered as a one-hour webinar or a series of brief modules, sometimes with a certificate of completion. They are generally targeted at a broad audience (all staff or the general public) and aim to build empathy and basic understanding rather than technical skills.
· Skill-specific training (digital and communication skills): The inventory shows a substantial market for training in accessible documents and digital content. Several organizations provide courses on making PDFs, Word documents, Excel spreadsheets, and PowerPoints accessible to people using screen readers or other assistive tech. There are also specialized offerings on web accessibility auditing using the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). These courses tend to be somewhat longer (e.g., 1–3 hour webinars or multi-week courses) and are often aimed at specific job roles like IT professionals, content creators, or compliance officers. They fill an important need for technical competency in accessibility. However, they largely address technical standards (e.g., how to add ALT text to images or ensure color contrast), which is only one aspect of overall accessibility competence. 
· Leadership and HR-focused training: A smaller number of programs target management-level competencies. For example, some providers offer “Accessible Leadership” or “Accessibility for People Leaders” workshops, which emphasize the role of supervisors and executives in fostering an inclusive culture and implementing accommodations effectively. The Changing Paces consultancy in Ontario has a three-hour Accessible Customer Service course for staff, a shorter Management Training module on accessibility regulations, and even a two-day Train the Trainer program to equip internal instructors so that organizations can train their own teams. These kinds of programs acknowledge that different tiers of staff require different knowledge – for instance, managers might need to learn how to create an inclusive team climate, how to discuss disability accommodations with employees, or how to incorporate accessibility into strategic planning. However, such management-focused trainings are not yet widespread, and many Canadian managers report learning to deal with disability issues through trial and error rather than formal education (Williams-Whitt et al., 2016). 
· Geographical and sectoral differences: Because of Canada’s provincial legislative patchwork, training resources also vary by region. Ontario has the most extensive ecosystem of accessibility training, driven by the AODA’s requirements. Provinces like Manitoba and Nova Scotia, which enacted their own accessibility laws in the last decade, have begun to develop resources (e.g., Manitoba Possible’s workshops on inclusive hiring, Nova Scotia’s employer guides on accommodating disabilities), but these are not yet as widely utilized. In provinces without specific accessibility legislation (or outside the public sector), the scan found fewer standardized training options, suggesting that many employers in those regions rely on generic diversity training or ad hoc resources. In the United States, there is no state-mandated accessibility training (beyond federal contractor requirements), so most training is voluntary. Large U.S. companies often develop their own internal disability inclusion programs (frequently as part of broader diversity initiatives), while smaller employers may turn to resources like the Job Accommodation Network (JAN) or EARN for guidance (Bruyère et al., 2006). This points to an equity issue: in the absence of strong regulations or incentives, the level of accessibility competence development may depend on an organization’s size, resources, or voluntary leadership commitment. Many of the leading practices identified are concentrated in larger organizations that have dedicated diversity/inclusion budgets or that have been publicly recognized as accessibility champions.
Evidence of gaps and needs
The integrated evidence base makes clear that while awareness of accessibility is growing, there remain significant gaps in execution. Both the literature and the real-world scan highlight the following needs, which directly inform the next steps of this project:
· Evaluation and outcome data: There is a lack of rigorous data on the effectiveness of existing training and accessibility initiatives. For example, Phillips et al. (2016) found few evaluations of disability-focused training programs in the literature. BHER’s report concluded that despite many available training programs and some positive case studies, it is often unknown which approaches lead to measurable improvements in organizational practices or employee outcomes. This gap underlines the importance of conducting primary research (such as interviews, surveys, or case studies within organizations) to evaluate current practices – a task planned for Phase 2 of the CNIB project.
· Integrated, multi-faceted strategies: Successful examples typically involve multiple coordinated actions (policy, training, technology, feedback loops, etc.). However, many organizations pick up just one or two pieces (for instance, rolling out a training program or buying accessible software) without aligning them with broader changes. The literature suggests that piecemeal efforts have limited impact if, for instance, training is not reinforced by policy and accountability (Chavez & Weisinger, 2008; Mullin et al., 2021). The implication is that toolkits or frameworks (such as the one being developed by CNIB) should encourage a holistic approach – one that addresses knowledge, skills, organizational culture, and systems together.
· Leadership and accountability: Many sources agree that top management engagement is crucial for sustainable change (Mullin et al., 2021; Blackett, 2023). In the environmental scan, few organizations outside of some large companies had explicit executive sponsorship of accessibility initiatives. Building accessibility competence may require formal roles or committees at the leadership level (e.g., an accessibility champion in the C-suite or a cross-departmental steering committee) to drive progress. This need is reinforced by the literature on organizational change, which finds that without leadership pressure and role modeling, diversity and inclusion efforts tend to stall (Mullin et al., 2021).
· Empowering internal champions and persons with disabilities: Both research streams emphasize involving employees with disabilities in planning and decision-making. This ranges from consulting staff for feedback (as many leading organizations do through surveys or resource groups) to co-designing solutions with people who have lived experience. Although the literature on co-design in workplaces is still emerging, it aligns with the principle of “Nothing About Us Without Us” and is reflected in CNIB’s approach to this project. Ensuring that employees with disabilities are not just passive recipients of training but active contributors to organizational learning is itself a competency – one that can improve relevance and credibility of initiatives (Frauenberger et al., 2020; Charlton, 1998).
The combined findings from the literature review and environmental scan underscore that advancing accessibility in employment is a complex, multi-dimensional challenge. There is no single solution: progress depends on raising awareness and knowledge, changing attitudes and cultures, implementing better policies and systems, and continuously measuring and improving practices. The following reference list compiles the sources from the underlying research by Katerina Koudinov and BHER that were cited in this integrated review. These works provide further detail and evidence for the statements and examples summarized above.
[bookmark: _Toc243923406]Chapter 3. Organizational Signaling and Accessibility Commitments: Findings from the IDEA Audit
[bookmark: _Toc243923407]Project Context and Partnerships
This audit study was conducted under the auspices of the Inclusive Design for Employment Access (IDEA) Social Innovation Lab, also known by its bilingual acronym VRAIE-IDEA (Vision Rehabilitation – Accessibilité, Inclusion et Emploi). The IDEA initiative is organized into multiple hubs and activity areas, each addressing different dimensions of inclusion and accessibility in society. The present audit falls within Hub 4: Inclusive Environmental Design, which focuses on implementing inclusion, diversity, equity, and accessibility (IDEA) in workplaces from an inclusive design perspective, spanning organizational policies and values, workplace culture, digital platforms, and the built environment. This collaborative hub is part of a broader research and innovation partnership aimed at identifying best practices and gaps in how organizations support accessibility and inclusion in employment contexts.
The IDEA Social Innovation Lab, including Hub 4, is supported by the Government of Canada’s New Frontiers in Research Fund (NFRF), which funds high-impact interdisciplinary research and innovation. The Hub 4 project team includes researchers and practitioners from the Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) and academic partners. In particular, CNIB collaborated with the University at Buffalo Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access (IDEA Center) to develop and refine the audit methodology and tools used in this study. The Hub 4 team, comprising members from CNIB, University of Buffalo, and other partner organizations, provided the research context, drawing on emerging inclusive design frameworks and best practices to shape the approach. This collaboration ensured that the audit was grounded in up-to-date expertise on how to measure organizational commitments to IDEA principles, especially the often-under-emphasized domain of accessibility. 
[bookmark: _Toc243923408]Audit Tool Development Overview
The IDEA Audit Tool used for this study was developed through a rigorous, iterative process of research and expert consultation. Based on an unpublished methodology report by the Hub 4 team (Choi et al., 2023), the tool’s development began with a comprehensive search and review of existing diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility assessment instruments. The research team identified an initial pool of 32 relevant audit tools from academic literature and practitioner resources. Through a systematic selection and consolidation process, these were narrowed to 12 tools that best covered multiple IDEA dimensions. The most robust elements of those instruments were synthesized to create a single comprehensive audit framework containing 23 questions and associated sub-questions. The final IDEA audit tool was designed to assess organizational practices and policies across four key domains: Organizational Values, Organizational Culture, the Built Environment, and Digital Platforms. These domains align with the focus of Hub 4 on infusing inclusion and accessibility into both the cultural and physical infrastructure of workplaces. 
The audit questions span a range of topics, from high-level policy commitments (e.g., existence of diversity/equity policies and whether they mention accessibility) to specific practices (such as providing employee accommodations or establishing complaint mechanisms). Special attention was paid to including measures of accessibility alongside more traditional diversity and inclusion indicators, reflecting the inclusive design paradigm that views accessibility as an integral part of an organization’s inclusivity. CNIB and University at Buffalo researchers worked together to ensure the tool captured not only “whether” organizations have certain policies or programs, but also “how” comprehensively they address accessibility compared to other IDEA components. The result was a novel auditing instrument tailored to public-facing materials, intended to gauge the signals of commitment organizations send regarding their dedication to diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility. 
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Data collection for the audit was carried out in collaboration with academic partners. In late 2023, a group of undergraduate students from Ontario Tech University were engaged through a capstone project course to perform the website scan and data gathering for this project. Throughout this process, the students were supervised and supported by the CNIB research team, who provided guidance and ensured the quality and consistency of the data collection efforts. Capstone Team 10, consisting of students Alex Atherley, Nikita Bennett, Hallie Budhoo, Mahin Khan, and Joseph Mandool, conducted systematic audits of publicly available information for 114 leading companies (100 U.S.-based and 14 Canadian companies from the Fortune Global 500, 2022 dataset). The students operated under the supervision of CNIB’s research staff and their course instructor (Prof. Amanda Gaudet) and teaching assistant, following a detailed project charter and audit protocol. The capstone team’s mandate was to identify whether and how each organization publicly demonstrates its commitment to IDEA principles, by analyzing sources such as corporate websites, diversity reports, career pages, sustainability and ESG reports, and other publicly accessible corporate documents (Capstone Team 10, 2023). Data points were collected corresponding to each audit question (e.g., presence of specific policy statements, availability of accessibility features or language, etc.), and evidence was documented for each assessment. 
The capstone students completed the initial data gathering and delivered a preliminary report of findings as part of their course requirements (Capstone Team 10, 2023). Their role was primarily in data collection and initial synthesis; they scanned the websites and documents of the target organizations and recorded the audit responses based on what they found. It is important to note that, while the students thoroughly documented their methods and results in a course report, this preliminary analysis was not considered authoritative for final reporting. Instead, the student-collected dataset was subsequently reviewed and validated by the core research team at CNIB. 
[bookmark: _Toc243923410]Data Cleaning, Validation, and Analytical Approach
After the initial audits were completed, the data underwent an extensive cleaning and validation process. Lakshita Bhat, a student from the University of Toronto Mississauga enrolled in the Sociology, Criminology, Law and Society Internship (SOC480Y5), the same course through which Katerina Koudinov contributed to earlier phases of the project, joined the research team as an intern in Fall 2025 to support the final phase of analysis. Although not part of the CNIB research team, Lakshita was formally engaged through the internship program to lead the data curation effort. Her responsibilities included performing quality checks and ensuring consistency in how each audit question was interpreted and answered across all 114 organizations. She conducted a secondary review of all evidence, resolving any ambiguities from the initial data (Final Write-Up, 2024). In cases where the capstone team had marked items as “partially present” or where the information was unclear, Lakshita revisited the source material to make a final determination, ensuring the evaluation criteria were applied uniformly. For example, Question 1 (IDEA policy presence) required judgment when an organization had multiple overlapping policy documents; the research team defined clear rules to decide what counted as a single “policy” for the purposes of the audit. Minor discrepancies between the raw data and the final validated dataset (such as a few borderline cases for policy presence) were resolved through team consensus, and the validated values were used in all analyses (Data Appendix, 2024).
In parallel, Lakshita conducted descriptive statistical analysis of the cleaned dataset. Frequency counts and percentages were computed for each audit item, and cross-tabulations were examined to identify patterns. The data were synthesized into a final analysis narrative and a Data Appendix (Bhat, 2024) that includes detailed tables for all audit questions and supporting documentation of the findings. All figures and tables presented in this chapter reflect the validated dataset and final analysis, ensuring accuracy and reliability of the reported results.
The analysis presented in this section is based on the audited sample of 114 large companies, encompassing both U.S. and Canadian organizations. All findings are descriptive and correlational, reflecting the observed patterns within the dataset. It is important to note that no causal assertions are made regarding the reasons behind these patterns. Instead, the interpretations are framed through the lens of organizational signaling—how companies publicly communicate their dedication to IDEA principles. These interpretations remain bounded by the data and context of this specific sample, and further discussion of organizational signaling is provided later in the chapter. 
[bookmark: _Toc243923411]Key Findings
The audit results provide a quantitative snapshot of how major organizations publicly communicate their commitment to inclusion, diversity, equity, and accessibility. Table 1 summarizes the core Yes/No frequencies for ten selected IDEA audit questions, covering high-level commitments and practical implementation measures. Several clear patterns emerge from these data: nearly all organizations signal strong commitment to diversity and anti-discrimination in general terms, while far fewer communicate specific commitments to accessibility or detailed support mechanisms for employees with disabilities.
Table 1. Core Yes/No Frequencies for Selected IDEA Audit Questions  (114 organizations audited)
	Audit Question
	Yes (n)
	No (n)
	Yes (%)
	No (%)

	Q1. IDEA policy or commitment statement present
	105
	9
	92.1%
	7.9%

	Q4.3 Leadership diversity data reported (any)
	89
	25
	78.1%
	21.9%

	Q6. Non-discrimination (EEO) language on careers page
	92
	22
	80.7%
	19.3%

	Q7. Recruitment accommodations statement available
	55
	59
	48.2%
	51.8%

	Q7.1. Info on how to request recruitment accommodations
	51
	63
	44.7%
	55.3%

	Q14. Workplace accommodations for employees mentioned
	52
	62
	45.6%
	54.4%

	Q16. Employee resource groups (ERGs) present
	88
	26
	77.2%
	22.8%

	Q17. Complaint/grievance process described
	34
	80
	29.8%
	70.2%

	Q21. Commitment to physical accessibility standards
	39
	75
	34.2%
	65.8%

	Q22. Commitment to digital accessibility standards
	54
	60
	47.4%
	52.6%


Note: Q1 values were validated using the project’s tiered classification of “policy” documents; initial classification had identified additional ambiguous cases, but the research team’s validated judgment (105 Yes out of 114) is reported here (Data Appendix, 2024).
Table Caption: Counts and percentages of organizations responding “Yes” or “No” across core IDEA audit items, including policy presence, leadership diversity data reporting, recruitment practices, accommodation processes, employee resources, complaint mechanisms, and commitments to physical/digital accessibility standards. Denominator for all items is 114 organizations.
Several notable insights can be drawn from Table 1. First, a very high proportion of these large companies, about 92%, have a publicly stated diversity and inclusion policy or commitment (Q1), indicating that most are at least signaling broad support for these values. In contrast, much smaller shares of organizations communicate specific supports for employees with disabilities. For example, while 80.7% of the companies include a standard equal opportunity or non-discrimination statement in their job postings or career pages (a common legal compliance practice), only 48.2% proactively mention that accommodations are available in the recruitment process (Q7). Even fewer (44.7%) provide information on how to request such accommodations during hiring (Q7.1). This suggests that roughly half of the organizations do not explicitly signal to job applicants that disability-related accommodations can be requested, potentially sending a message of unpreparedness or lack of priority for accommodating disabled candidates. 
Similarly, less than half (45.6%) of the companies publicly indicate that workplace accommodations are available for employees with disabilities (Q14). A majority of organizations (54.4%) provide no public information on how they support employees who might need accommodations on the job. Moreover, while internal employee networks are prevalent, about 77% of companies reference having Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) or affinity groups for employees (covering any dimension of diversity), only 29.8% describe a formal complaint or grievance process for discrimination or bias concerns (Q17). The relative absence of public-facing information on complaint mechanisms is noteworthy: it implies that while companies eagerly promote diversity as a strength, most stop short of advertising how they handle problems or hold themselves accountable when inclusion issues arise. This could signal a potential accountability gap in organizational commitment to IDEA principles, an issue taken up later in this chapter’s Organizational Signaling Interpretation section. 
Another critical finding is the imbalance between accessibility and other IDEA elements. Only about 34.2% of companies publicly commit to following physical accessibility standards (Q21), for instance, referencing architectural accessibility guidelines or building codes on their websites. A slightly higher proportion, 47.4%, mention adherence to digital accessibility standards (e.g., web accessibility standards for online content) (Q22). These figures reveal that more than half of the companies do not outwardly declare that their physical workplaces or digital properties meet recognized accessibility criteria. Even among those that do, the commitment is often framed in terms of compliance with laws or standards (e.g., stating that facilities are “ADA compliant” or websites follow “WCAG 2.0 guidelines”), rather than as part of a broader inclusion mission (Final Write-Up, 2024). Additionally, only a very small subset go further to mention universal design or inclusive design aspirations – the Data Appendix indicates that roughly 1 in 10 companies allude to going beyond minimum standards to proactively create barrier-free environments (Data Appendix, 2024). This underscores a trend: digital accessibility is beginning to receive attention, but universal design and proactive accessibility commitments remain rare. 
To put the high-level commitment gap in perspective, Figure 1 illustrates the stark difference in how frequently organizations mention each of the IDEA pillars in their public-facing diversity or values statements. Table 2 provides the underlying numbers in terms of the percentage of organizations (out of the 105 with an IDEA-related policy) that explicitly reference each pillar.
Table 2. Pillar Emphasis in Public-Facing IDEA Policies (among 105 organizations with a written IDEA policy)
	IDEA Pillar Mentioned in Policy
	Organizations (n)
	Percentage

	Diversity
	87
	82.8%

	Inclusion
	66
	62.9%

	Equity
	44
	41.9%

	Accessibility
	15
	14.3%

	None of the above (policy exists but no specific pillars named)
	10
	9.5%


Table Caption: Distribution of IDEA pillars explicitly mentioned in organizations’ public diversity/inclusion policies or statements. Of 105 companies that have an IDEA-related policy, the vast majority mention “diversity” and “inclusion,” roughly half mention “equity,” and fewer than one in six mention “accessibility” as a core value or goal.
The extremely low rate of accessibility mentions (14.3%) in corporate diversity statements is striking, especially in comparison to diversity (82.8%) and inclusion (62.9%). In practice, this means that while nearly every company in our sample publishes a broad commitment to diversity and inclusion, only a handful explicitly incorporate disability-accessibility into those commitments. “Equity” occupies a middle ground (42% mention rate) – often featured in “D&I” statements that have evolved into “D,E&I” – but even equity is markedly less cited than diversity. Accessibility, however, clearly lags the other three pillars. This hierarchy of emphasis suggests that corporate messaging about diversity and inclusion has not yet fully extended to disability and accessibility. The reasons might include organizational and historical silos: many companies appear to associate “diversity and inclusion” primarily with demographics like race and gender, whereas accessibility is sometimes handled by separate teams focusing on compliance with laws and technical standards (e.g., building codes, web accessibility guidelines). As a result, accessibility may be viewed as a technical requirement or a matter of legal compliance, rather than as an integral part of a holistic inclusion strategy. From a signaling standpoint, the omission of accessibility from high-level diversity statements could signal to external audiences, intentionally or not, that disability inclusion is not yet a core component of the corporate culture. 
The audit findings on leadership diversity disclosures reinforce the notion that most organizations define “diversity” in a limited way, concentrating on gender and race. Among the 89 companies (78% of the sample) that published some form of leadership diversity data (e.g. in annual reports or ESG disclosures), nearly all of them reported gender diversity (86 companies) and racial/ethnic diversity (82 companies) in leadership ranks. In stark contrast, only 11 companies reported the representation of people with disabilities in leadership, and similarly low numbers reported on other dimensions such as Indigenous peoples (14 companies), veterans (8), or LGBTQ+ (7) in leadership. Table 3 details the frequency of each reported category. This means that even when organizations do collect and share diversity metrics, the focus tends to remain on a narrow set of categories (gender and race/ethnicity), with disability status and other identity dimensions often omitted or untracked. The absence of disability in particular from most leadership diversity reports may convey a message that disability inclusion is not being measured or prioritized at leadership levels, a potentially concerning signal to employees and stakeholders who value that dimension of diversity. 
Table 3. Leadership Diversity Categories Reported (among 105 organizations that published leadership diversity data)
	Leadership Diversity Category
	Number of Companies Reporting

	Gender
	86

	Race or Ethnicity
	82

	Indigenous (e.g. First Nations, Métis, Inuit)
	14

	Disability
	11

	Veteran Status
	8

	Sexual Orientation
	7

	Linguistic Diversity
	1

	Citizenship
	1

	Immigration Background
	0

	Other
	3


Table Caption: Types of leadership diversity data that companies report (by number of organizations). Nearly all 105 organizations that publish leadership diversity metrics include gender (86) and race/ethnicity (82), while far fewer report on categories such as disability (11), Indigenous identity (14), or veteran status (8). None reported data on leadership by immigration status.
The imbalance in public disclosures shown in Table 3 suggests that organizations might be relying on a relatively narrow definition of diversity when showcasing their leadership composition. The focus on gender and race is not surprising given longstanding external pressures and legislation around those demographics (e.g., gender diversity on boards, racial equity initiatives). However, the lack of attention to disability in leadership is notable. Even among the largest companies, the invisibility of disability status in reporting may perpetuate a cycle wherein few senior leaders openly identify as having disabilities, and no data is collected or published – which in turn sends weak signals about the company’s commitment to developing or promoting leaders with disabilities. This pattern aligns with prior research suggesting that disability is often left out of the mainstream diversity conversation; many corporations’ public diversity reports remain “silent on disability,” focusing on gender and ethnicity unless prompted by specific stakeholder inquiries or advocacy (CNIB, 2025; Dragicevic & Thirgood, 2023).
The audit also examined recruitment and hiring practices as reflected on company websites and job postings. Reiterating the earlier finding, almost all companies (81%) include a generic Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) or non-discrimination statement (typically enumerating race, gender, religion, etc.) in their career pages or job listings. This is a standard signal of compliance with anti-discrimination laws. However, when it comes to signaling proactive inclusion of people with disabilities in recruitment, the messaging is far less consistent (see Figure 3). Only about half of the companies audited explicitly mention the availability of accommodations for job applicants (sometimes via a sentence like “If you require an accommodation in the application process, please contact…”). Moreover, even among those that do mention accommodations, many do not provide practical details (e.g., whom to contact or how to request the accommodation) – only 44.7% of companies provide such procedural information online. The near 50-50 split in accommodation-related statements (Yes vs No) contrasts with the overwhelmingly positive messaging around equal opportunity and diversity. This disconnect between equity and accessibility in recruitment signals may reflect that while companies recognize the importance of stating their commitment to non-discrimination (perhaps due to legal requirements), many have not internalized the practice of advertising their willingness and processes to accommodate candidates with disabilities. In an organizational signaling sense, the silence about accommodations could unintentionally signal that the organization is not fully prepared or has not given sufficient thought to the inclusion of people with disabilities in hiring. 
Employee support mechanisms showed a similar pattern. While three-quarters of the companies highlighted affinity groups or ERGs (indicating an active internal community around shared identities or interests), fewer than one-third communicated having a confidential complaint mechanism or whistleblower process for discrimination, harassment, or bias incidents. Again, the lack of externally visible information on how to report and address inclusion-related issues may signal weaker commitment to accountability. Likewise, only 45.6% of companies explicitly stated that they provide workplace accommodations for employees with disabilities (beyond the hiring stage), suggesting that many employers do not publicly reinforce that they will support employees after they are on the job. When such details are missing from public HR pages or policy documents, it could imply that accommodations are handled discreetly or on a case-by-case basis, rather than being celebrated as a vital component of the company’s inclusion strategy.
Finally, the audit results highlight differences between physical and digital accessibility commitments. About 47% of companies in the sample mentioned implementing digital accessibility standards (such as compliance with Web Content Accessibility Guidelines for their websites or apps), whereas only 34% mentioned physical accessibility standards (for the built environment). This gap may indicate that digital accessibility – possibly due to increasing awareness of online accessibility and legal risks of inaccessible websites – is on the radar for more organizations than physical accessibility of workplaces, which might be assumed to be covered by building codes or addressed when necessary rather than touted publicly. Even so, the fact that over half of companies make no public accessibility commitments of either kind (physical or digital) suggests that accessibility is often not framed as a public commitment at all, but rather left as an internal matter of compliance. Additionally, only a small minority of firms (roughly 10–20%, according to the Data Appendix) mention broader “universal design” or inclusive design initiatives, which would indicate efforts to move beyond compliance toward proactive inclusion in both digital and physical realms. 
In summary, the key findings from the audit can be encapsulated as follows: 
· Diversity & Inclusion are emphasized far more than Accessibility in public commitments: Nearly all companies have diversity and inclusion statements, but only a small fraction mention accessibility or disability (Table 2). This sends a message that disability-inclusive efforts are not yet central to corporate diversity values in many organizations.
· Strong external focus on diversity values, but weaker signaling of tangible support: Statements about equal opportunity and the existence of employee resource groups are common (80–90% of companies), indicating that high-level commitment to diversity/inclusion is widely signaled. However, fewer than half of companies signal the availability of accommodations for applicants or employees with disabilities, and even fewer mention how to report issues or ensure accessibility in workplaces (Table 1). This contrast implies that practical accessibility and accountability measures are not being communicated as firmly as abstract commitments are.
· Accessibility is often treated as compliance-focused: When accessibility is mentioned, it tends to be in the context of complying with external standards (e.g., ADA, AODA, or WCAG requirements) rather than as part of an organization’s culture or equity narrative. Physical accessibility in particular appears to be de-emphasized (only one third of companies mention meeting building accessibility standards), and very few companies discuss going beyond the basics to achieve universal design (Data Appendix, 2024). Digital accessibility is somewhat more commonly acknowledged (47%), but still by only a minority of firms. 
[bookmark: _Toc243923412]Organizational Signaling Interpretation (Accessibility vs. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Framing)
These findings carry significant implications when viewed through an organizational signaling lens. In essence, the policies, reports, and language that organizations make public serve as signals of their values and priorities. Stakeholders, including current and prospective employees, customers, investors, and advocacy groups, read these signals to infer how committed a company truly is to principles of diversity, equity, and inclusion.
One consistent pattern in the data is that accessibility is less visible and less elaborated in these signals compared to other IDEA components. In many cases, accessibility appears to be treated as a technical or compliance matter, rather than as an integral part of a company’s diversity and inclusion ethos. For example, an organization might list compliance with accessibility standards in a footnote or under a health and safety section, whereas its diversity and inclusion commitments are highlighted in prominent, values-oriented language on the company’s main “About Us” or careers pages. This difference in framing – technical/compliance versus cultural/values – is itself a signal. It suggests that the companies perceive (and therefore convey) diversity and inclusion as core to their identity, while viewing accessibility as a more narrow, perhaps optional, obligation. 
The comparative absence of accessibility in high-level communications can contribute to what scholars call “symbolic compliance” or “virtue signaling” in corporate diversity efforts. In other words, companies readily adopt the broad language of diversity and inclusion (which signals virtue to a general audience), but may not implement or communicate the concrete steps needed to include people with disabilities. The IDEA audit results provide evidence of this: for instance, nearly all companies declare themselves equal opportunity employers, but a much smaller number actually outline how they ensure opportunities are accessible to candidates with disabilities. The risk is that external stakeholders receive an imbalanced message – that companies are enthusiastic and detailed about certain IDEA commitments (e.g., gender and racial diversity initiatives, pride campaigns, women in leadership programs) while being comparatively silent on disability inclusion. Disability advocates often point out that “diversity” is frequently used as a code for demographics like race and gender, with disability left off the agenda. The data here bolster that critique, quantifying the disparity in corporate communication. 
From an organizational change perspective, what is not said publicly can be as telling as what is said. The fact that 85% of companies with diversity policies did not mention accessibility (Table 2) could signal to job seekers with disabilities that they might need to ask explicitly about disability inclusion, rather than assume it is part of the company’s diversity values. When information about accommodations or accessibility features is hard to find on a company’s website, it may signal that the company has not prioritized those issues, potentially discouraging qualified candidates from applying or current employees from feeling fully welcome. Conversely, companies that do prominently feature accessibility – for example, by publishing their accessibility commitments, providing detailed accommodation instructions, or sharing data on the inclusion of people with disabilities – are sending a strong positive signal that they value disability inclusion as an essential element of their culture (not just as a legal duty).
It is also important to note that public signaling does not always equate to actual performance, and this audit did not measure outcomes beyond what is communicated outwardly. Some organizations might be doing more on accessibility behind the scenes than their websites reflect, while others might overstate commitments. However, the absence of a public signal is itself a meaningful finding: either the activity truly isn’t happening, or it isn’t deemed important enough to report. In the context of organizational signaling theory, public commitments are a way to shape reputation and manage stakeholder expectations. The patterns observed – where “Diversity, Inclusion, and Equity” get top billing and “Accessibility” receives minimal attention – suggest that many companies still see disability inclusion as separate from their main diversity story. Accessibility may be perceived internally as a compliance checkbox or a specialist issue, which translates externally into sparse communication. 
On the other hand, the increasing mention of digital accessibility by nearly half of the companies (likely in response to web accessibility trends and regulations) could be a sign of gradual progress. Some organizations may be beginning to recognize that demonstrating digital accessibility is part of being seen as an innovative, responsible business. Yet, even here, the language is often technical (e.g., compliance with WCAG standards) rather than inspirational. Truly robust signaling would involve framing accessibility as part of the company’s core values – for instance, highlighting how accessibility and universal design benefit all employees and customers. Only a small number of leading companies in the audit did this, by explicitly discussing accessibility in the context of diversity & inclusion or by publishing an accessibility action plan as part of their diversity report (Final Write-Up, 2024). Those outliers serve as examples of how organizations can integrate accessibility into their cultural narrative, rather than isolating it.
In summary, applying an organizational signaling lens to these audit results reveals that disability and accessibility are the weak links in IDEA communications. The silence or minimalism around accessibility in public discourse functions as a signal – likely unintended – that undermines the very message of inclusion that organizations seek to project. As long as accessibility is conveyed as an afterthought, or merely as a legal duty, companies risk communicating that their commitment to inclusion has practical limits. This does not necessarily mean those organizations are doing nothing on accessibility; however, from the outside, the perception can be that “diversity” efforts do not explicitly include people with disabilities. For organizations aiming to improve their accessibility competence, a key recommendation is therefore to elevate the prominence of accessibility in external and internal communications – to explicitly signal that accessibility and disability inclusion are part of the core equity commitments, on par with other IDEA dimensions. Doing so not only demonstrates a comprehensive commitment to inclusion but can also have reputational benefits, as stakeholders increasingly value transparency and breadth in diversity and inclusion initiatives.
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While this audit provides valuable insights into corporate IDEA signaling, several important limitations must be acknowledged:
· Sample Bias – Large, High-Performing Firms: The dataset is drawn from Fortune Global 500 companies (primarily the top 100 U.S. firms and top 14 Canadian firms in that list). These are among the world’s largest corporations, which often have more resources and public scrutiny regarding diversity efforts. Thus, their rates of stated commitments might be higher than smaller firms or organizations in other sectors. The findings should not be generalized to all employers. In fact, smaller organizations or those in different regions might have very different practices – potentially fewer formal public statements due to resource constraints, or conversely, more agility to innovate in accessibility.
· Public Information vs. Private Practice: The audit assessed only public-facing information (e.g., what companies choose to publish on websites or reports). It did not directly measure actual internal practices or the effectiveness of those practices. An organization might have strong internal accessibility programs that simply are not mentioned publicly. Conversely, an organization could publish a polished diversity report that overstates its on-the-ground practices. The analysis assumes that what companies publicize is a meaningful indicator of their priorities, but this is not always perfectly aligned with reality. Thus, the results speak to communication and transparency about IDEA, which may differ from actual performance.
· Binary Measures and Depth of Content: Many audit items were yes/no questions (e.g., “Does the company have X policy? Yes or No”). While this provides a clear snapshot of whether a topic is addressed, it does not capture the quality or depth of the commitment. A simple mention of “accessibility” in a policy earns the same “Yes” as a comprehensive accessibility action plan – nuances are lost. The audit tried to mitigate this by including some follow-up sub-questions (e.g., if a company had a complaint process, was any data on its usage disclosed?), but quantifying qualitative differences in detail was beyond scope. So, the findings mostly indicate the presence or absence of signals, rather than their robustness.
· Potential for Subjective Interpretation: Although the research team took steps to calibrate and validate the data, some measures required subjective judgments. Definitions of what counts as a “policy” or what constitutes mentioning a concept (e.g., does a passing reference to “accessibility” count as a yes?) can introduce some coder interpretation. The validation process and codebook aimed to standardize these decisions, and a senior analyst reviewed all entries. However, there is still the possibility of minor errors or differences in interpretation, especially given the breadth of sources examined for each company. These were minimized by the rigorous validation process, and any ambiguous cases were resolved by consensus.
· Time Frame of Data Collection: The data reflect a specific point in time (mostly collected in late 2023). Corporate websites and policies are dynamic; some organizations may have updated their public communications since the audit. For example, a company that did not mention accessibility in 2023 might have added a new accessibility statement on their website in 2024. The audit is a snapshot, and while it captures the state of IDEA signaling at that time, it may not account for very recent changes or ongoing improvements.
· Geographical and Cultural Context: The audit focused on U.S. and Canadian companies. These countries have particular legal frameworks (e.g., the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, employment equity laws, etc.) that influence what companies disclose. The findings might differ in regions with other regulatory or cultural contexts. For instance, European companies with requirements under the EU Web Accessibility Directive or different cultural expectations around corporate social responsibility might show different patterns.
Despite these limitations, this audit provides a unique evidence-based look at patterns in corporate IDEA commitments. By concentrating on what organizations choose to publicly signal, the findings complement other research on internal practices, highlighting gaps between what companies say and what stakeholders might wish to see. Future research could extend this work by examining smaller organizations, other sectors, or longitudinal changes in communications, as well as by correlating public signals with internal performance data.
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Available Data Tables: A detailed Data Appendix is available upon request, containing full summary tables for all 23 primary audit questions and their sub-questions. This includes breakdowns of responses for each item (in both counts and percentages), as well as cross-tabulations (e.g., by country or industry, where applicable) derived from the dataset of 114 organizations. For example, the appendix provides additional insight into areas such as the prevalence of health and wellness benefits (IDEA Audit Question 11), childcare/eldercare supports (Q12), equitable compensation practices (Q13), supplier diversity initiatives (Q19), and inclusive design commitments (Q22.1), which were beyond the scope of the key findings presented in this chapter. These tables offer a rich resource for stakeholders interested in specific aspects of how organizations publicly communicate their IDEA efforts.
Audit Tool Information: Further details about the IDEA Audit Tool (structure and coding scheme) can be provided on request. This includes a summary of the tool’s 23 questions and sub-questions, organized by the four domains of organizational values, culture, built environment, and digital platforms. We can share a high-level overview of each audit question’s intent and the criteria used to code “Yes” vs. “No” answers. For instance, the tool captures whether a company not only has a disability accommodations statement, but also whether it explains the procedure for requesting accommodations – a distinction reflected in sub-questions Q7 and Q7.1 (see Table 1). We can also provide information on how the audit team developed and refined the tool (e.g., sources of items and how they were vetted), as long as it does not divulge proprietary content from the confidential methodology report.
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Accessibility is increasingly recognized as both a regulatory requirement and an essential component of organizational quality, innovation, and inclusion. Legislative frameworks such as the Accessible Canada Act (2019) and the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act establish expectations for barrier identification, removal, and prevention across employment, digital environments, communications, and service delivery. Despite growing regulatory clarity, many organizations continue to approach accessibility as an isolated compliance activity rather than as an integrated capability embedded within organizational systems, decision-making processes, and professional competencies.
This chapter presents the development of an Accessibility Competency Framework designed to support organizations in embedding accessibility as a distributed capability. The framework conceptualizes accessibility as an organizational capability requiring distributed expertise, shared responsibility, and iterative learning. Rather than presenting accessibility as a static technical requirement, the framework defines competencies that support continuous improvement and adaptive organizational learning across multiple professional roles.
The framework was developed through a multi-iteration co-design process involving individuals with lived experience of disability, accessibility practitioners, organizational leaders, and interdisciplinary contributors. The resulting framework conceptualizes accessibility as a sociotechnical practice shaped by interactions between organizational culture, governance structures, technical systems, and professional competencies.
A recurring challenge observed across sectors is ambiguity regarding responsibility for accessibility implementation. Accessibility initiatives are often dependent on individual champions or technical specialists rather than supported through coordinated institutional mechanisms. Research in sociotechnical systems demonstrates that sustainable change requires alignment between social practices, organizational structures, and technological infrastructures.
From the outset, co-design was positioned as both a methodological approach and a competency outcome. Co-design refers to collaborative processes in which people with lived experience of disability participate as equal partners in defining problems and developing solutions. Participatory design literature demonstrates that engaging affected communities throughout design processes improves both ethical integrity and solution effectiveness (Frauenberger et al., 2020). Within accessibility practice, co-design operationalizes the principle “Nothing About Us Without Us,” (Charlton, 1998) emphasizing shared decision-making authority. 
The development process integrated three iterative co-design stages conducted between 2023 and January 2026. Each iteration contributed empirical insights into how accessibility competencies are understood, applied, and constrained within organizational contexts.
Accessibility barriers may emerge across multiple contexts, including:
digital systems 
workplace processes 
participation environments 
hiring procedures 
procurement decisions 
hybrid work arrangements 
communication structures 
physical environments 
Research examining accessible conferences and participation environments highlights how environmental conditions influence participation opportunities (Barrows et al., 2021).
Similarly, universal design approaches to employment demonstrate that accessibility barriers frequently occur across recruitment processes, onboarding practices, workplace communication structures, and career development pathways (CNIB, 2023a).
Procurement research indicates that purchasing decisions influence accessibility outcomes across supply chains, digital platforms, workplace technologies, and built environments (CNIB, 2023b).
Emerging research examining accessible artificial intelligence suggests that AI systems increasingly influence access to employment, services, and information environments (CNIB, 2024).
The framework is intended to:
support dialogue across disciplines 
build relationships between accessibility roles 
contribute to policy interpretation discussions 
support organizational accessibility capacity development 
complement specialist accessibility expertise
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Accessibility as sociotechnical practice
Accessibility outcomes emerge through interactions between organizational processes, technologies, governance structures, and professional practices. Sociotechnical systems theory emphasizes that effective organizational performance depends on alignment between social and technical components (Baxter & Sommerville, 2011).
Accessibility barriers frequently arise when coordination across organizational roles is fragmented or when accessibility considerations are introduced only after systems or processes have already been established. Accessibility challenges frequently originate not from lack of technical knowledge alone but from misalignment between institutional decision-making processes and accessibility objectives. For example, procurement practices, enterprise technology selection processes, and internal communication norms may inadvertently create barriers when accessibility considerations are not integrated into planning stages.
In organizational development, sociotechnical capability is an organization’s ability to jointly optimize its social (people, structure, skills) and technical (tools, infrastructure, processes) elements. Conceptualizing accessibility as a sociotechnical capability supports movement from reactive remediation toward proactive barrier prevention.
Accessibility outcomes may be influenced by decisions related to:
technology selection 
document design 
meeting structures 
procurement criteria 
hiring processes 
information workflows 
governance structures 
communication norms 
Accessible procurement research demonstrates that accessibility requirements embedded in purchasing processes can influence accessibility outcomes across digital systems and workplace environments (CNIB, 2023b).
Understanding accessibility as a sociotechnical capability highlights the importance of coordination between technical expertise, organizational processes, and participation practices.
Critical Disability Theory and Epistemic Justice
Critical disability studies conceptualize disability as arising from interactions between individuals and environments rather than as inherent individual deficits (Oliver, 1990), this is often framed as the social model of disability. Epistemic justice theory further highlights how marginalized perspectives are frequently excluded from knowledge production processes (Fricker, 2007).
Co-design methodologies respond to these challenges by positioning lived experience as a legitimate form of expertise informing organizational decision-making processes.
Co-design participants emphasized the importance of recognizing lived experience contributions as expertise rather than informal consultation.
Intersectionality theory further informs accessibility practice by recognizing interactions between disability, race, gender, and other social identities (Crenshaw, 1989). Co-design participants highlighted the importance of cultural humility in competency development.
Co-design and lived experience as knowledge
The principle “Nothing About Us Without Us” emphasizes that people with lived experience of disability should participate in decision-making processes affecting accessibility (Charlton, 1998).
Arnstein’s ladder of participation describes participation as a continuum ranging from tokenistic consultation to partnership and shared decision-making (Arnstein, 1969).
Participatory design literature demonstrates that collaborative design processes produce more effective and inclusive solutions (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). However, co-design is frequently treated as a project activity rather than as an organizational competency or process.
Positioning co-design as a competency emphasizes shared responsibility for accessibility outcomes across roles and organizational levels. Arnstein’s (1969) participation framework illustrates how consultation without power redistribution may reinforce inequities.
Co-design participants emphasized that accessibility initiatives should be developed collaboratively rather than through hierarchical decision-making structures.
Co-design approaches may support development of practices that reflect diverse participation needs across communication, environmental, technological, and organizational contexts. Co-design processes may also support cultural humility by encouraging reflexivity regarding power dynamics and knowledge hierarchies.
Distributed accessibility competency, organizational capability, and maturity
Competency frameworks provide mechanisms for operationalizing complex organizational goals by translating them into structured, developmental pathways. Capability maturity models similarly describe how organizations progress from ad hoc practices toward the systematic integration of competencies within governance, policy, and operational structures (Paulk et al., 1993).
Co-design findings indicated that accessibility responsibilities are frequently distributed informally across organizations, resulting in inconsistent implementation between teams and functional areas. These findings informed the inclusion of Domain 5 “Organizational Accessibility and Accountability” as a distinct domain within the framework, explicitly addressing governance, role clarity, and structural alignment.
Professional accessibility competency frameworks (IAAP, 2023) identify multiple specialized areas of expertise, including:
assistive technologies
digital accessibility
built environment accessibility
universal design
organizational leadership
policy interpretation
However, accessibility outcomes are often shaped by decisions made by individuals who do not hold formal accessibility roles. Work related to communications, participation structures, procurement, program design, or technology selection can have significant accessibility implications, regardless of whether accessibility is an explicit responsibility within a given role.
Distributed competency models recognize this reality by describing how accessibility knowledge and responsibility may be shared across roles while preserving the importance of specialist expertise. Distributed competency does not imply that all roles require the same depth or breadth of accessibility knowledge. Rather, it reflects an understanding that accessibility considerations emerge across diverse professional contexts and organizational functions, necessitating both role-appropriate competency development and clear accountability structures.
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Study design
This study employed a multi-iteration qualitative co-design methodology informed by community-based participatory research (CBPR) and participatory design traditions. The design emphasized collaboration with individuals possessing lived experience of disability alongside accessibility practitioners, organizational leaders, and subject matter experts. This methodological approach reflects a commitment to epistemic justice by recognizing lived experience as a form of expertise that informs both research design and organizational practice (Fricker, 2007).
The study was conducted across three iterative phases between 2023 and 2026. Each iteration contributed to the refinement of competency domains, level definitions, and organizational capability constructs. The iterative structure reflects established co-design models in which problem definition, solution development, and evaluation occur cyclically rather than sequentially.
The methodological objective was not solely to gather feedback on an existing framework but to generate a traceable design logic demonstrating how competencies emerge through interaction between empirical evidence, theoretical frameworks, and practitioner knowledge.
The approach combined:
competency mapping 
participatory workshop design 
qualitative thematic synthesis 
iterative prototyping of framework structures 
reflexive analysis of researcher positionality 
Development artefacts documenting each stage of the process were preserved to ensure methodological transparency and traceability across iterations.
Iterative development structure
Iteration 1 (2023): Foundational Competency Mapping
The first iteration took place during 2023 and involved a small internal working group, including researchers and professionals with lived experience of disability and expertise in accessibility-related practice areas. It was an online collaborative development.
The primary artefact produced during this phase was a structured spreadsheet inventory of competency topics organized across four tiers: Knowledge, Beginner, Intermediate, and Advanced. The spreadsheet identified preliminary topic areas including accessible documents, accessible meetings, assistive technology awareness, communication practices, digital accessibility, policy literacy, and universal design principles.
This early artefact functioned as a topic inventory and conceptual starting point rather than a finalized framework architecture. Analysis of the artefact revealed:
overlap between themes such as accessible meetings and presentations 
variation in abstraction level across competency statements 
emphasis on compliance-oriented terminology in some areas 
limited articulation of governance and accountability competencies 
Despite these limitations, Iteration 1 established a foundational taxonomy of accessibility competency topics and revealed early patterns requiring structural consolidation in later iterations.
Importantly, contributors to Iteration 1 included individuals with lived experience of disability, supporting alignment with participatory epistemological principles from the earliest stage of framework development.
Iteration 2 (March 11, 2024): External Community Co-Design Session
Iteration 2 occurred on March 11, 2024, during the CNIB Co-Design Festival at Microsoft Canada in Toronto. Approximately 15 participants took part in-person during the session.
Participants primarily consisted of community members with lived experience of disability, including individuals identifying as blind, Deafblind, low vision, neurodivergent, and members of other disability communities. While a small number of participants had professional experience related to accessibility, the majority of contributors participated in the capacity of lived experience experts rather than as accessibility practitioners.
The session was structured using facilitated discussion prompts designed to explore how accessibility competencies relate to workplace inclusion, organizational culture, and systemic barriers. Participants were invited to reflect on how competency frameworks might support cultural and attitudinal change across workplaces.
Discussion prompts addressed themes including:
how accessibility competencies influence workplace inclusion 
how intersectional identities shape accessibility experiences 
which workplace systems require proactive accessibility planning 
how competency frameworks could promote structural change rather than individual adaptation 
Participants emphasized that accessibility competencies must extend beyond technical compliance and should include competencies related to power-sharing, cultural humility, and inclusive decision-making processes.
This iteration strengthened the generalizability of the framework by incorporating perspectives external to the originating organizational context. Participant insights reinforced the importance of framing accessibility as a shared responsibility rather than a specialized technical function.
Iteration 3 (January 29, 2026): Accessibility Task Force Co-Design Session
The third iteration took place online on January 29, 2026, involving approximately 12 participants from CNIB’s internal Accessibility Task Force participating in a structured co-design session.
Participants included professionals working across organizational functions such as communications, operations, research, marketing, accessibility roles, and leadership positions. Several participants also contributed lived experience perspectives.
The session followed a structured facilitation protocol designed to identify relationships between competency development and organizational barriers. Activities included collaborative mapping exercises examining connections between accessibility barriers and institutional processes.
Prompts encouraged participants to identify:
attitudinal barriers (for example assumptions about disability) 
structural barriers (for example procurement processes or inaccessible enterprise systems) 
gaps in organizational accountability mechanisms 
challenges related to distributed responsibility for accessibility work 
Participants identified recurring tensions including:
ambiguity regarding ownership of accessibility responsibilities 
reliance on informal accessibility champions 
unequal distribution of accessibility labour 
limited integration of accessibility considerations into planning processes 
The session reinforced the need to conceptualize accessibility as an organizational capability supported by governance structures and shared accountability mechanisms.
Findings from this iteration informed the introduction of Organizational Accessibility and Accountability as a distinct competency domain within the revised framework.
Data Sources
Data sources included:
competency inventory artefacts 
co-design session notes 
facilitation materials 
thematic synthesis documents 
iterative framework drafts 
workshop discussion outputs 
Artefacts were treated as qualitative data sources documenting evolving conceptualizations of accessibility competency. Each artefact contributed to the identification of patterns across iterations.
Triangulation across artefacts supported credibility by enabling comparison between independently generated observations. For example, themes related to born-accessible design emerged across multiple iterations, suggesting consistency in participant perspectives.
The appendix compendium provides a structured chronological reconstruction of development artefacts to support methodological transparency.
Analytical Approach
Analysis followed a thematic synthesis approach commonly used in qualitative research. Thematic synthesis involves identifying patterns across qualitative data sources and integrating findings into conceptual categories (Thomas & Harden, 2008).
Researchers reviewed artefacts to identify recurring themes related to:
conceptual framing of accessibility 
competency domain boundaries 
organizational capability structures 
language clarity and accessibility 
governance and accountability mechanisms 
Codes were iteratively refined through comparison across iterations. Themes that appeared consistently across artefacts were prioritized for inclusion in the redesigned framework.
Examples of cross-iteration themes included:
accessibility as proactive rather than reactive practice 
the importance of recognizing lived experience as expertise 
need for distributed responsibility across organizational roles 
integration of accessibility within existing workflows 
role of communication practices in enabling accessibility 
Analytic synthesis also involved identifying redundancies and structural inconsistencies within earlier framework versions. This process informed domain consolidation and competency rewording.
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Figure 1. Continuous Feedback Co-Design Loop
Image description: The image illustrates an iterative co-design process shown as a continuous feedback loop. Four connected diamond-shaped stages run from left to right: Discovery, Definition, Development and Delivery.
Discovery focuses on building with lived experience. Definition emphasizes clarifying barriers and needs. Development highlights co-designing solutions. Delivery represents implementing and improving those solutions.
Arrows above and below the stages form a loop, reinforcing that the process is ongoing. Text above the diagram reads “Continuous Feedback Loop: Learn, Iterate, Improve, Repeat.” Text below states “Design is iterative” and notes that teams revisit discovery to drive ongoing accessibility improvements.
At the bottom of the image, key principles are listed: Co-design means designing with, not for; accessibility is sociotechnical; lived experience is expertise; and the process is iterative, participatory and justice-oriented.
Reflexivity
Reflexivity refers to the process of critically examining how researcher perspectives influence interpretation of data. The research team included individuals with lived experience of disability as well as professionals with expertise in accessibility, research design, human-centred design thinking, and organizational change.
Team members engaged in structured reflection to consider how their positionality influenced interpretation of participant input. For example, researchers recognized that professional familiarity with accessibility standards could lead to assumptions about baseline knowledge levels among participants.
Reflexive discussion supported efforts to maintain language descriptions accessible to non-specialist audiences. The team also considered how organizational affiliation could influence participant responses, particularly when discussing barriers within institutional processes.
Methodological Limitations
Participants across iterations represented a mix of lived experience expertise, organizational roles, and interdisciplinary backgrounds. While some contributors had professional experience related to accessibility, the Iteration 2 co-design session primarily involved community members participating in the capacity of lived experience experts rather than professional accessibility practitioners.
As a result, findings reflect perspectives grounded in experiential knowledge as well as professional practice contexts. This balance strengthens ecological validity but may not fully represent perspectives from organizations with limited prior exposure to accessibility concepts.
Co-design methodologies prioritize depth of engagement rather than statistical representativeness. Future research could examine how competency frameworks are interpreted by broader organizational populations unfamiliar with accessibility terminology.
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Analysis across the three iterations revealed recurring patterns related to how accessibility is conceptualized, operationalized, and constrained within organizational environments. Findings indicate that accessibility challenges are frequently embedded within organizational systems rather than arising solely from gaps in individual knowledge or technical skill.
Thematic synthesis identified five cross-cutting findings that informed redesign of the competency framework:
1. Accessibility barriers frequently emerge from organizational systems rather than individual actions 
2. Reactive approaches to accessibility remain common despite awareness of inclusive design principles 
3. Accessibility labour is unevenly distributed and often informally assigned 
4. Communication practices significantly influence accessibility outcomes 
5. Organizational accountability structures shape accessibility maturity 
These findings are consistent with sociotechnical perspectives emphasizing that organizational outcomes are shaped through interaction between social practices, institutional norms, and technological infrastructures (Baxter & Sommerville, 2011).
Each theme is discussed below.
Systems as Accessibility Barriers
Across Iterations 2 and 3, co-design participants consistently identified organizational systems as primary sources of accessibility barriers. Participants described challenges interacting with enterprise software platforms, internal knowledge systems, and procedural workflows that did not incorporate accessibility considerations.
Examples included:
inaccessible procurement processes 
lack of clarity regarding escalation pathways when barriers are encountered, both internally and with external partners and vendors
fragmented accessibility documentation 
Participants emphasized that these barriers often persist because accessibility considerations are not integrated into early stages of decision-making processes.
This finding reinforces the importance of conceptualizing accessibility as a sociotechnical capability involving coordination between technical implementation, policy development, and organizational governance.
Participants also noted that inaccessible internal systems may produce secondary barriers, such as increased reliance on informal workarounds or additional labour for individuals with disabilities.
Afterthought versus Born-Accessible Practice
A recurring theme across co-design iterations was the distinction between retroactive remediation and proactive design practices.
Participants frequently described experiences in which accessibility considerations were introduced only after barriers had already been identified. This pattern was characterized as inefficient and often more resource-intensive than incorporating accessibility considerations earlier in project lifecycles.
Co-design discussions emphasized the importance of designing processes, products, and environments to be usable from the outset rather than requiring adaptation after implementation.
Participants described born-accessible practice as:
integrating accessibility criteria into planning documents 
incorporating accessibility evaluation into project milestones 
considering diverse user needs during early design phases 
These findings informed the decision to position Born-Accessible Design as a core competency domain rather than as a specialized technical skill.
Participants emphasized that proactive design approaches reduce the need for reactive accommodation processes and support more consistent user experiences across organizational environments.
Distribution of Accessibility Labour
Participants across iterations identified concerns related to uneven distribution of accessibility-related responsibilities.
Individuals with lived experience of disability described situations in which they were informally expected to provide accessibility guidance without formal recognition of this contribution as professional labour.
Participants noted that accessibility work is often performed in addition to primary job responsibilities, particularly when formal governance structures are absent.
This dynamic may contribute to:
burnout among individuals frequently consulted on accessibility issues 
inconsistent application of accessibility standards 
reliance on informal networks rather than institutional processes 
Co-design participants emphasized the importance of recognizing accessibility expertise as professional labour requiring appropriate resourcing and accountability structures.
These findings informed the inclusion of competencies related to organizational accountability and governance.
Communication Practices as Accessibility Infrastructure
Communication practices were identified as a foundational component of accessibility implementation.
Participants described challenges related to:
inconsistent use of plain language
inconsistent use of ASL interpretation
lack of alternative formats for key information
meeting practices that did not support accessibility in communications
fragmented accessibility documentation
Participants emphasized that communication accessibility influences everyday engagement, participation in decision-making processes, and access to institutional knowledge.
Accessible communication practices were described as enabling broader participation across organizational contexts.
These findings informed the inclusion of Inclusive Communication and Engagement as a core competency domain.
Organizational Accountability as Enabling Condition
Participants across Iteration 3 emphasized the importance of clear accountability structures for accessibility implementation.
Participants noted that accessibility initiatives are often dependent on individual motivation rather than supported through formal performance expectations or organizational incentives.
Examples of structural gaps included:
absence of accessibility metrics in performance evaluation frameworks 
limited integration of accessibility considerations in procurement criteria
Participants emphasized that sustainable accessibility outcomes require alignment between competency development and institutional accountability mechanisms.
These insights informed the inclusion of Organizational Accessibility and Accountability as a domain addressing governance structures supporting accessibility maturity.
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Analysis of the pre-redesign framework focused on identifying structural strengths, redundancies, and conceptual inconsistencies that could affect interpretability and implementation across organizational contexts. Artefacts reviewed included the 2023 competency inventory spreadsheet, the Iteration 2 co-design workshop materials, and the Version 2 framework draft prepared for Iteration 3.
The pre-redesign framework demonstrated substantial conceptual maturity, particularly in its integration of disability models, inclusive communication practices, digital accessibility standards, and inclusive design principles. However, analysis identified opportunities to improve structural clarity, consistency of progression logic, and alignment between competency language and organizational implementation requirements.
Four major areas of refinement were identified:
1. Domain consolidation and boundary clarification
2. Consistency of competency progression logic
3. Balance between technical specificity and conceptual accessibility
4. Integration of organizational governance competencies
Each area is discussed below.
Domain Overlap and Structural Duplication
Early competency artefacts reflected the practical orientation of Iteration 1, in which accessibility topics were organized according to recognizable workplace activities such as accessible documents, accessible meetings, and accessible presentations.
While this structure supported initial topic identification, analysis revealed substantial conceptual overlap between domains. For example, competencies related to accessible meetings and accessible presentations frequently addressed similar practices, including preparation of accessible materials, provision of alternative formats, and inclusive facilitation techniques.
Duplication across domains created potential ambiguity regarding how competencies should be interpreted across roles. For example, competencies related to communication accessibility appeared in multiple locations, including communication etiquette, document accessibility, and presentation practices.
Iterative consolidation supported transition from activity-based categories toward conceptually distinct domains representing broader capability areas.
Inconsistent Abstraction Across Competency Levels
The Iteration 1 spreadsheet included competency statements at varying levels of abstraction. Some competency descriptions referenced specific tools or technical procedures, while others described conceptual understanding of disability models or universal design principles.
Examples of variation included:
tool-specific competencies referencing document accessibility checkers
conceptual competencies describing social and biopsychosocial models of disability
practice-oriented competencies describing inclusive communication behaviours
Variation in abstraction level across competency tiers may create interpretive challenges for organizations attempting to apply the framework consistently across job families.
Refinement efforts focused on ensuring each competency level reflects a coherent progression from awareness to strategic implementation.
Technical Specificity and Plain Language Balance
Co-design participants emphasized the importance of plain language competency descriptions to support usability across organizational roles. Early framework drafts included terminology referencing specific technical standards that may not be familiar to all audiences.
Examples included explicit references to WCAG version numbers and technical compliance terminology.
While technical precision remains important for specialized accessibility roles, participants emphasized the importance of ensuring competency descriptions are interpretable by individuals across professional contexts.
Refinement efforts focused on maintaining alignment with recognized standards while expressing competencies in language supporting broader accessibility literacy.
Organizational Capability Gaps
Analysis of Iteration 3 co-design findings identified limited representation of competencies related to governance structures, procurement processes, and institutional accountability mechanisms.
Participants identified recurring uncertainty regarding responsibility for accessibility implementation across organizational units.
Examples included:
limited integration of accessibility requirements into procurement criteria
absence of clearly defined reporting structures
inconsistent resourcing for accessibility initiatives
reliance on informal expertise networks
These findings suggested the need for explicit articulation of competencies related to organizational capability development.
In response, Organizational Accessibility and Accountability was defined as a domain addressing governance mechanisms supporting sustained accessibility practice.
Implications for Framework Redesign
Synthesis across artefacts suggested the need for a framework structure supporting:
conceptual clarity across domains
consistent progression logic across competency levels
interpretability across professional roles
integration of governance and operational considerations
balance between technical accuracy and plain language accessibility
These insights informed development of the revised competency architecture presented in the following section.
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The redesign of the Accessibility Competency Framework was guided by three considerations: empirical findings from the co-design process, structural analysis of earlier framework versions, and the need to produce a format that could be interpreted across roles without losing conceptual rigor. The goal was not to simplify accessibility into generic awareness statements, nor to reproduce a highly technical specialist framework for expert users only. Instead, the redesign sought to articulate a structure that could support collaboration between specialized accessibility professionals and people working in a wide range of organizational roles.
Three design principles shaped the revision. First, the framework needed to distinguish clearly between domains of practice. Earlier artefacts captured important content but included overlap between communication, meetings, presentations, and digital accessibility. The redesign therefore moved from an activity-based inventory toward broader domains representing durable organizational capability areas.
Second, the framework needed a more consistent developmental logic. Across earlier iterations, some competency statements described awareness, others described task performance, and others described leadership or governance functions. The revised structure retains four developmental levels: Foundational Awareness, Working Practice, Applied Integration, and Strategic Leadership. These support clearer progression from baseline literacy to cross-functional leadership. This four-level structure also preserves continuity with the original tiering logic present in the earliest artefacts while improving interpretability.
Third, the framework needed to reflect the dual reality emphasized throughout the co-design process: accessibility requires specialized expertise, but specialist expertise alone cannot sustain accessible organizations. In the present study, co-design participants similarly emphasized that accessibility barriers often emerge in everyday decisions made by people who do not hold formal accessibility roles. 
These principles led to the selection of five domains: Co-Design and Lived Experience Partnership, Born-Accessible Design, Inclusive Communication, Engagement, and Participation Environments, Digital and Information Accessibility, and Organizational Accessibility and Accountability. 
The ordering of these domains reflects insights from the co-design process regarding how accessibility capability develops across sociotechnical systems. Co-Design and Lived Experience Partnership appears first because participants consistently emphasized that accessibility initiatives are strengthened when people with lived experience of disability are meaningfully involved in identifying barriers and shaping responses. Born-Accessible Design follows, reflecting repeated distinctions made by participants between proactive design approaches and reactive remediation practices, with prevention viewed as more effective than retrofit adjustments. Inclusive Communication, Engagement, and Participation Environments and Digital and Information Accessibility represent core operational conditions influencing participation across physical, hybrid, and digital contexts. Organizational Accessibility and Accountability was positioned as a distinct domain to reflect the importance of governance structures, resource allocation, role clarity, and institutional coordination in sustaining accessibility capability over time.
The redesigned framework also reflects a deliberate accessibility decision about format. Earlier drafts used structures that were useful for working sessions but risked becoming difficult to interpret when removed from their development context. In response, the final framework is written in a narrative, role-transferable format. Each domain includes definition, rationale, and developmental progression. This approach supports accessibility by reducing reliance on dense tables while still preserving specificity. It also aligns with the co-design finding that plain language and structural clarity are important for uptake across roles. 
At the same time, plain language does not mean reduction in rigor. Where highly technical standards apply, especially in digital and information accessibility, the framework assumes ongoing collaboration with specialized accessibility professionals. The purpose of the broader framework is to help people across functions understand what they need to know, what they need to do within their own scope of work, and when deeper specialist engagement is required. 
In this sense, the revised framework does not treat accessibility maturity as the product of one domain, one team, or one compliance checkpoint. It treats accessibility as a coordinated organizational capability supported by specialist knowledge, distributed competency, and systems-level accountability.

[bookmark: _Toc243923423]Revised Accessibility Competency Framework
The framework is organized into five domains representing interconnected dimensions of organizational accessibility capability identified through the co-design process. Each domain addresses a distinct but related area of practice through which accessibility outcomes are shaped, reflecting the understanding that accessibility emerges through interactions between social, technical, environmental, and institutional conditions. The domains are framed through guiding questions that foreground relational accountability, proactive design, inclusive participation, technical accessibility, and organizational responsibility. Structuring the framework in this way supports interpretability across roles by emphasizing that accessibility is not solely the responsibility of specialists, but a shared organizational commitment that requires coordination across functions while maintaining the importance of professional accessibility expertise.
Together, the domains describe how accessibility practice is influenced by participation processes, planning decisions, communication environments, digital systems, and governance structures. The structure reflects insights from the co-design process indicating that accessibility barriers often arise when these dimensions are addressed in isolation rather than through coordinated approaches.
Presenting the domains in this way supports interpretability across roles by emphasizing shared responsibility for accessibility and the importance of collaboration with people with lived experience of disability. 
Domain 1 – Co-Design and Lived Experience Partnership
Focus of competency: Inclusion of lived experience as expertise in decision-making processes
Guiding question: How do we work in partnership with people with lived experience of disability to shape decisions that affect accessibility outcomes?
Domain 2 – Born-Accessible Design
Focus of competency: Proactive integration of accessibility considerations in planning and design processes
Guiding question: How do we design processes, systems, and environments that reduce the need for individuals to request access after barriers are created?
Domain 3 – Inclusive Communication, Engagement, and Participation Environments
Focus of competency: Conditions supporting equitable participation across physical, digital, and hybrid contexts
Guiding question: How do we create conditions that support equitable participation across diverse ways of communicating, sensing, and interacting?
Domain 4 – Digital and Information Accessibility
Focus of competency: Accessibility of digital systems, information environments, and emerging technologies
Guiding question: How do digital systems shape who can access, interpret, and use information?
Domain 5 – Organizational Accessibility and Accountability
Focus of competency: Governance structures supporting sustained accessibility practice
Guiding question: How do organizational structures distribute responsibility for accessibility and support accountability over time?
Competency progression is expressed across four levels reflecting increasing integration of accessibility considerations into practice, coordination, and organizational decision-making contexts. The levels are not intended to represent a linear progression for all roles but rather describe different ways accessibility competency may be demonstrated depending on responsibilities and scope of influence.
1. Foundational Awareness. Refers to baseline understanding of accessibility concepts, responsibilities, and implications. At this level, individuals recognize accessibility as relevant to their work and understand core principles, common barriers, and the importance of engaging respectfully with people with lived experience of disability.
2. Working Practice. Refers to the ability to apply accessibility considerations within routine tasks and interactions. At this level, individuals demonstrate accessibility through day-to-day practices within their role, including communication practices, planning decisions, and use of tools or environments that influence participation.
3. Applied Integration. Refers to the ability to integrate accessibility considerations into planning, coordination, and problem-solving across projects, teams, or functions. At this level, individuals embed accessibility into workflows, processes, and collaborative practices, contributing to more consistent organizational approaches.
4. Strategic Leadership. Refers to the ability to shape organizational conditions that support accessibility at scale. At this level, individuals influence governance structures, resource allocation, standards, performance expectations, and continuous improvement processes that sustain accessibility over time.
These levels are not intended to function as rigid stages that every role must progress through in the same way. Rather, they provide a common structure for interpreting how accessibility capability may appear across diverse roles. In some specialist roles, technical depth may increase rapidly. In other roles, strategic influence may matter more than technical execution. The framework therefore supports role mapping rather than one-size-fits-all assessment.
Domain 1 – Co-Design and Lived Experience Partnership
Focus of competency: Inclusion of lived experience as expertise in decision-making processes
Guiding question: How do we work in partnership with people with lived experience of disability to shape decisions that affect accessibility outcomes?
Co-design is positioned in this framework as both a methodological principle and an organizational competency. Across the three iterations of framework development, participants consistently emphasized that accessibility initiatives are strengthened when people with lived experience of disability participate meaningfully in defining problems, identifying barriers, and shaping solutions. This aligns with participatory design traditions in which knowledge is produced collaboratively rather than extracted through consultation alone (Sanders & Stappers, 2008).
Within disability studies, the principle Nothing About Us Without Us reflects longstanding critiques of decision-making processes that exclude persons with disabilities from shaping policies and environments that affect their participation (Charlton, 1998). Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation further illustrates that participation may vary from tokenistic consultation to partnership and shared decision-making authority. Co-design participants emphasized that accessibility competency must include the ability to recognize these distinctions and to develop practices that support meaningful collaboration rather than symbolic inclusion.
Cultural humility strengthens co-design practice by emphasizing reflexivity regarding power, positionality, and knowledge hierarchies. Cultural humility involves recognizing that individuals bring different social, cultural, and experiential perspectives that shape how accessibility barriers are experienced and interpreted. Intersectional perspectives further highlight that disability interacts with other dimensions of identity, including race, gender, language, and socio-economic context (Crenshaw, 1989).
Positioning cultural humility as part of this domain reflects the understanding that accessibility practice involves ongoing learning rather than mastery of a fixed body of knowledge. Cultural humility supports awareness of how assumptions, professional norms, or institutional practices may unintentionally shape participation conditions.
Co-design competency therefore includes both relational and structural dimensions. Relational dimensions include respectful engagement, reflexivity, and recognition of lived experience as expertise. Structural dimensions include creating conditions that enable participation, such as accessible engagement formats, transparent decision-making processes, and recognition of lived experience contributions as legitimate expertise.
Importantly, positioning co-design as a domain does not imply that every role is responsible for facilitating formal co-design processes. Rather, the competency reflects an understanding that many professional roles influence whether participation processes are inclusive, whether lived experience input is incorporated meaningfully, and whether decision-making structures support equitable collaboration.
Across the co-design process, participants emphasized that accessibility initiatives should not rely solely on individual willingness to advocate for inclusion. Organizational capability is strengthened when expectations regarding collaboration with people with lived experience of disability are embedded within planning processes, governance structures, and professional practices.
1. Foundational Awareness
At the foundational level, individuals recognize lived experience of disability as a form of expertise that contributes to understanding accessibility barriers and enabling conditions. Individuals demonstrate awareness that cultural, social, and institutional contexts influence how accessibility barriers are experienced.
Indicative practices include:
recognizing lived experience as a legitimate form of knowledge
understanding that participation conditions influence inclusion 
recognizing diversity within disability experiences 
demonstrating openness to learning from lived experience perspectives 
recognizing that assumptions may influence decision-making
understanding the distinction between consultation and collaboration
2. Working Practice
At the working practice level, individuals apply principles of respectful engagement and cultural humility when interacting with people with lived experience of disability. Individuals recognize how their work may influence participation conditions and decision-making processes.
Indicative practices include:
seeking input from people with lived experience where relevant 
communicating clearly about purpose and scope of engagement 
acknowledging lived experience contributions in decision-making processes 
using inclusive language 
allowing adequate time for participation 
recognizing when additional perspectives may be needed 
reflecting on how professional assumptions influence decisions
3. Applied Integration
At the applied integration level, individuals incorporate lived experience perspectives and cultural humility into planning processes, project structures, and decision-making activities. Individuals recognize patterns of exclusion and adapt practices to support more consistent inclusion.
Indicative practices include:
integrating lived experience input into project development processes 
identifying when engagement approaches may be tokenistic 
supporting accessible participation formats 
recognizing how organizational norms may influence participation 
collaborating with accessibility specialists where appropriate 
ensuring feedback informs decision outcomes 
supporting respectful dialogue across perspectives 
4. Strategic Leadership
At the strategic leadership level, individuals influence organizational conditions supporting meaningful participation of people with lived experience of disability. Individuals support structures that enable reflexive practice, equitable collaboration, and sustained inclusion of lived experience expertise.
Indicative practices include:
supporting structures that enable participatory decision-making processes
promoting recognition of lived experience as expertise
enabling reciprocity and fairness for lived experience contributions
integrating co-design approaches into organizational processes
aligning participation practices with organizational values
promoting learning cultures that support reflexivity
evaluating quality of participation processes over tim
Domain 2 – Born-Accessible Design
Focus of competency: Proactive integration of accessibility considerations into planning, design, procurement, and decision-making processes through iterative learning and continuous improvement
Guiding question: How do we design processes, systems, and environments that reduce the need for individuals to request access after barriers are created?
The concept of “born-accessible” design reflects the understanding that accessibility is most effective when considered early in planning processes rather than addressed retroactively through remediation. Across the co-design process, participants consistently distinguished between reactive approaches to accessibility and proactive approaches that anticipate diverse participation needs. Participants described retroactive remediation as resource-intensive, inconsistent, and often less effective than incorporating accessibility considerations from the outset.
Born-accessible design aligns with universal design principles emphasizing environments, systems, and services that can be used by the broadest range of people without requiring adaptation (Mace, 1998). Research in digital accessibility similarly demonstrates that integrating accessibility considerations early in development processes supports more consistent usability outcomes and reduces the need for reactive accommodation (Lazar et al., 2015).
Within organizational contexts, born-accessible practice extends beyond technical product development. Planning decisions related to procurement processes, hiring workflows, communication structures, project timelines, meeting formats, technology selection, and service design may all influence accessibility outcomes. Co-design participants identified that accessibility barriers often emerge when accessibility is positioned as a downstream responsibility rather than as a shared planning consideration.
Born-accessible design does not assume that accessibility can be fully anticipated in advance. Rather, accessibility capability develops through iterative cycles of planning, implementation, evaluation, and improvement. Similar to continuous improvement models used in quality assurance and product development, accessibility considerations may evolve as systems, environments, technologies, and organizational knowledge change over time. Co-design participants emphasized that competency development includes the ability to identify barriers, respond constructively when barriers emerge, and integrate lessons learned into future planning processes.
Within this perspective, remediation is understood as part of an ongoing learning process rather than as evidence of failure. Early-stage competency may involve recognizing when accessibility considerations are relevant. As organizational capability develops, teams may increasingly anticipate accessibility needs, integrate accessibility evaluation into development cycles, and respond more effectively when barriers are identified.
Understanding born-accessible practice as iterative supports alignment with continuous improvement approaches commonly used in organizational governance, product development lifecycles, policy implementation, procurement evaluation, and service delivery design. Accessibility capability may therefore be understood as developing progressively through cycles of learning, implementation, reflection, and refinement.
Procurement practices play a particularly significant role in born-accessible implementation. Purchasing decisions related to enterprise software, workplace tools, communication platforms, built environments, and service providers may shape accessibility conditions across entire organizations (CNIB, 2023b). Integrating accessibility criteria into procurement processes may therefore function as a structural accessibility intervention that influences accessibility beyond individual projects.
Within hybrid work environments, anticipatory accessibility considerations may include meeting platforms, document workflows, scheduling practices, information-sharing processes, and digital collaboration tools. Anticipatory planning supports more consistent participation conditions and reduces reliance on last-minute adjustments.
Born-accessible design does not eliminate the need for accommodations. Rather, it supports environments in which fewer barriers are introduced through routine organizational decisions. Co-design participants emphasized that proactive design approaches may reduce administrative burden and support by minimizing the need for individuals to repeatedly request access adjustments.
1. Foundational Awareness
At the foundational level, individuals recognize that decisions made early in planning processes may influence accessibility outcomes. Individuals understand that accessibility can often be more effectively integrated when considered at the outset rather than retrofitted after barriers emerge.
Indicative practices include:
recognizing that accessibility can be considered during planning stages 
understanding that design decisions influence participation conditions 
recognizing that retroactive remediation creates additional work
understanding that accessibility considerations may apply across processes, tools, and environments
recognizing when accessibility expertise may be needed 
recognizing that planning decisions may affect different disability experiences
2. Working Practice
At the working practice level, individuals incorporate accessibility considerations into routine planning and decision-making activities within the scope of their role. Individuals recognize when choices related to tools, formats, timelines, environments, or workflows may influence accessibility outcomes.
Indicative practices include:
considering accessibility when selecting tools or systems
allowing time for accessibility review when planning activities (e.g., communications timelines, learning materials, project deliverables) 
selecting meeting or engagement formats that support participation (e.g., hybrid participation options) 
considering accessibility when sharing documents or information (e.g., templates, presentation materials) 
recognizing how timelines influence accessibility implementation 
identifying when accessibility barriers may require remediation 
recognizing when specialist expertise may be required 
3. Applied Integration
At the applied integration level, individuals integrate accessibility considerations into planning structures, workflows, and decision-making processes across projects or teams. Individuals identify patterns where accessibility may be overlooked and adjust planning approaches accordingly.
Indicative practices include:
incorporating accessibility criteria into project planning processes (e.g., funding proposals, research design, program development, service delivery models)
identifying structural barriers that affect accessibility
timely collaborating with accessibility specialists when developing plans or selecting tools
considering accessibility in procurement or vendor selection processes (e.g., digital platforms, workplace technologies)
integrating accessibility review and remediation checkpoints into workflows
supporting planning processes that anticipate diverse user needs
identifying dependencies between accessibility considerations across teams or functions
4. Strategic Leadership
At the strategic leadership level, individuals influence organizational planning structures that support consistent integration of accessibility considerations across teams or departments. Individuals contribute to governance mechanisms that enable proactive accessibility practices across organizational systems.
Indicative practices include:
supporting integration of accessibility criteria into organizational systems and policies
promoting planning frameworks that incorporate accessibility considerations across functions
aligning resource allocation with accessibility priorities
supporting development of policies that encourage proactive accessibility practices
ensuring accessibility considerations are included in organizational decision-making structures
supporting continuous improvement approaches that integrate accessibility learning into future planning cycles
promoting alignment between accessibility objectives and organizational strategy

Domain 3 – Inclusive Communication, Engagement, and Participation Environments
Focus of competency: Conditions supporting equitable participation across physical, digital, and hybrid contexts
Guiding question: How do we create conditions that support equitable participation across diverse ways of communicating, sensing, and interacting?
Communication and participation environments function as core accessibility infrastructure within organizational contexts. Across the co-design process, participants emphasized that accessibility is shaped not only by technical systems but also by everyday interaction practices, communication formats, facilitation approaches, and environmental conditions influencing how individuals engage with information and decision-making processes.
Inclusive communication extends beyond plain language or document formatting. It includes the ways information is structured, shared, discussed, and interpreted across organizational settings. Participation environments include both formal and informal spaces in which individuals interact, collaborate, and contribute knowledge. Communication practices influence whether individuals can meaningfully engage in workplace processes, research activities, hiring processes, meetings, training environments, consultations, and collaborative decision-making.
Research examining accessible conferences and meetings demonstrates that participation is influenced by multiple interacting conditions, including captioning availability, interpretation services, accessible materials, physical navigation conditions, facilitation practices, and expectations regarding communication timing (Barrows et al., 2021).
Built environment considerations also influence participation conditions. Physical meeting spaces, navigation pathways, lighting conditions, acoustics, seating configurations, and spatial layouts may affect how individuals engage in discussions and activities. Hybrid environments introduce additional considerations related to technology-mediated participation, including audio clarity, visibility of speakers, captioning availability, and facilitation practices that support equitable participation between in-person and remote participants.
Co-design participants emphasized that communication accessibility is not solely technical competency, but a shared organizational practice shaped by expectations regarding clarity, structure, responsiveness, and inclusion. Communication practices may influence whether individuals are able to interpret information, orient themselves within conversations, and contribute perspectives in ways that are recognized as legitimate.
Inclusive participation environments also involve awareness of disability etiquette as part of everyday communication practice. Disability etiquette refers to interaction approaches that support clarity, predictability, and mutual understanding across diverse communication needs. Small interaction practices may significantly influence participation conditions, particularly in group discussions or hybrid environments.
For example, identifying oneself before speaking in meetings or virtual calls may support participants who are blind, low vision, or Deafblind in orienting themselves to the discussion. Verbally signaling transitions between speakers may support interpretation processes and reduce conversational ambiguity. Briefly describing relevant visual content when it is necessary for shared understanding may support equitable participation when visual materials are referenced.
Individuals who are Deaf, Deafblind, or hard of hearing may rely on interpretation (e.g., ASL) or captioning, while individuals with non-visible disabilities may benefit from communication practices that provide structure, clarity, and reduced ambiguity. These practices support participation conditions without requiring individuals to repeatedly request clarification or disclose disability status.
Disability etiquette is not intended to function as a fixed set of behavioural rules. Preferences vary across individuals and contexts. Rather, etiquette competency reflects awareness that communication practices influence accessibility and a willingness to adapt interaction approaches when needed. These practices align with broader principles of cultural humility described in Domain 1 and support participation across diverse organizational contexts.
Participation accessibility may also be influenced by cognitive load, including the clarity, structure, pacing, and predictability of communication processes. Clear agendas, structured facilitation practices, and transparent expectations may support participation across diverse cognitive and sensory preferences (IAAP, 2023).
Inclusive communication competency therefore involves awareness of how information design, facilitation practices, interaction norms, and environmental conditions shape participation opportunities across organizational environments.
Importantly, this domain does not assume that all roles are responsible for providing accessibility services such as captioning or interpretation. Rather, competency reflects awareness of how communication practices and participation environments influence accessibility outcomes and when collaboration with accessibility specialists or service providers may be appropriate.
Inclusive communication practices support participation across diverse organizational activities, including team collaboration, hiring processes, stakeholder engagement, research participation, training environments, consultations, conferences, and hybrid workplace interactions.
1. Foundational Awareness
At the foundational level, individuals recognize that communication practices and participation environments influence accessibility. Individuals understand that people may interact with information in different ways and that communication structures may affect participation opportunities.
Indicative practices include:
· recognizing that communication formats influence accessibility
· understanding that participation environments affect engagement
· recognizing that individuals may use different communication modalities
· recognizing that respectful communication practices influence participation
· understanding that accessibility may include captioning or interpretation
· recognizing that physical environments influence participation
· recognizing that clarity and structure influence participation
· recognizing that individuals may have different communication preferences
2. Working Practice
At the working practice level, individuals apply inclusive communication practices within routine interactions and activities. Individuals consider how communication formats, facilitation approaches, and environmental conditions may influence participation.
Indicative practices include:
sharing materials in accessible formats where possible
providing clear agendas or meeting structures
using respectful and inclusive language when communicating about disability
identifying oneself when contributing in meetings or discussions and verbally orienting participants to changes in speakers when helpful
describing visual information when relevant to shared understanding
allowing flexibility in how participants contribute (e.g., chat, verbal, written follow-up)
considering captioning or interpretation needs when organizing meetings or events (e.g., ASL interpretation)
considering accessibility of physical meeting locations
recognizing when accessibility supports may be required
3. Applied Integration
At the applied integration level, individuals incorporate inclusive communication and participation considerations into planning and facilitation practices across projects, programs, or teams. Individuals anticipate participation needs and adapt engagement approaches accordingly.
Indicative practices include:
planning meetings or engagement activities that support multiple participation modalities
incorporating captioning or interpretation considerations into event planning (e.g., ASL interpretation, CART captioning)
supporting accessible facilitation practices
considering accessibility when selecting collaboration platforms or communication tools
ensuring shared materials are structured to support readability and comprehension
supporting participation processes that allow time for reflection or asynchronous contribution
identifying barriers within participation environments and adjusting practices where possible
incorporating inclusive language practices into communication materials
4. Strategic Leadership
At the strategic leadership level, individuals influence organizational communication structures and participation environments to support consistent accessibility practices across teams or departments.
Indicative practices include:
supporting organizational expectations for inclusive communication practices
promoting availability of accessibility supports within communication environments
supporting development of guidance related to accessible meetings and events
encouraging adoption of collaboration tools compatible with accessibility features
aligning communication practices with organizational accessibility commitments
supporting continuous improvement in participation practices
promoting awareness of accessibility considerations in meetings
supporting development of inclusive language guidance where appropriate

Domain 4 – Digital and Information Accessibility
Focus of competency: Accessibility of digital systems, information environments, and emerging technologies
Guiding question: How do digital systems shape who can access, interpret, and use information?
Digital systems increasingly function as primary environments through which individuals access services, employment opportunities, education, communication, and organizational information. Accessibility barriers within digital environments may limit participation across multiple domains, including recruitment processes, internal knowledge systems, communication platforms, training environments, and public-facing services.
Research in digital accessibility demonstrates that barriers often arise when accessibility considerations are introduced late in development processes or treated as specialized technical requirements rather than integrated quality practices (Lazar et al., 2015; Wentz, 2021). As digital infrastructures increasingly mediate participation in everyday organizational activities, accessibility competency includes awareness of how information is structured, presented, and interacted with across digital environments.
Digital accessibility includes considerations related to:
document structure
website navigation
multimedia accessibility
platform compatibility with assistive technologies
user interface design
information architecture
form design
authentication processes
enterprise software usability
digital procurement requirements
Professional accessibility frameworks emphasize that digital accessibility often requires specialized technical expertise, including familiarity with standards such as the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) and knowledge of assistive technologies (IAAP, 2023). However, digital accessibility outcomes are frequently influenced by decisions made by individuals outside specialist roles, including those responsible for creating documents, selecting platforms, configuring systems, or managing digital workflows.
Consistent with the born-accessible logic described in Domain 2, digital accessibility capability develops through iterative cycles of design, evaluation, remediation, and improvement. Accessibility barriers may emerge as technologies evolve, content changes, or systems are updated. Competency therefore includes the ability to identify potential accessibility barriers and respond constructively through iterative refinement processes.
Assistive technologies such as screen readers, screen magnification software, voice input tools, alternative navigation devices, and captioning systems interact with digital environments in ways that may not be visible to all users. Understanding that users may rely on assistive technologies supports awareness of how digital design decisions influence accessibility outcomes.
Emerging research also highlights the growing role of artificial intelligence (AI) in shaping access to information environments, employment processes, and service delivery systems (CNIB, 2024). AI systems may introduce new accessibility risks, such as biased decision-making processes or inaccessible automated interfaces. At the same time, AI technologies may function as assistive tools supporting communication, navigation, summarization, transcription, and personalization of information environments.
Digital accessibility competency therefore includes awareness that technological change may introduce both barriers and opportunities for improving accessibility outcomes. This includes recognizing when accessibility expertise is required and when procurement decisions may influence accessibility across organizational systems.
Digital accessibility practices intersect with multiple organizational functions, including ICT, communications, procurement, human resources systems, research dissemination, knowledge management, and service design. Digital accessibility competency does not imply that all roles require deep technical expertise, but rather that individuals recognize how digital information environments influence participation conditions and when collaboration with accessibility specialists is necessary.
1. Foundational Awareness
At the foundational level, individuals recognize that digital systems influence accessibility and participation. Individuals understand that digital content and tools may be used in different ways by individuals using assistive technologies.
Indicative practices include:
recognizing that digital content may affect accessibility
understanding that individuals may use assistive technologies to access information
recognizing that document structure influences readability and navigation
recognizing that images, charts, and multimedia require accessible alternatives
understanding that accessibility considerations may apply to websites, documents, and platforms
recognizing that digital barriers may prevent participation
2. Working Practice
At the working practice level, individuals apply basic accessibility considerations when creating or sharing digital content. Individuals recognize how formatting and structure influence usability across digital environments.
Indicative practices include:
creating documents using structured headings
providing alternative text descriptions for images when relevant
using readable formatting practices that support comprehension
ensuring digital materials can be navigated without reliance on visual interpretation alone
recognizing when multimedia content may require captions or transcripts
considering accessibility when selecting digital tools or collaboration platforms
recognizing when accessibility testing or specialist input may be required
3. Applied Integration
At the applied integration level, individuals incorporate accessibility considerations into digital workflows, platform selection processes, and content governance structures. Individuals identify recurring accessibility barriers and contribute to improved digital practices across teams or functions.
Indicative practices include:
incorporating accessibility considerations into digital content workflows
evaluating digital tools or platforms for accessibility compatibility (e.g., screen reader compatibility)
collaborating with accessibility specialists when developing digital products or services
integrating accessibility review into content publishing or system configuration processes
identifying patterns in digital accessibility barriers and supporting remediation efforts
considering accessibility when procuring digital platforms or enterprise systems
supporting alignment between accessibility standards and organizational digital practices
4. Strategic Leadership
At the strategic leadership level, individuals influence organizational digital environments to support sustained accessibility practices across systems and services. Individuals support structures that enable continuous improvement in digital accessibility capability.
Indicative practices include:
supporting adoption of accessibility standards across digital systems
promoting procurement criteria that include accessibility requirements
supporting integration of accessibility evaluation into digital governance processes
aligning digital accessibility practices with organizational accessibility commitments
supporting resourcing for accessibility testing and remediation
promoting awareness of accessibility implications of emerging technologies such as AI
supporting continuous improvement approaches that strengthen digital accessibility capability

Domain 5 – Organizational Accessibility and Accountability
Focus of competency: Governance structures supporting sustained accessibility practice
Guiding question: How do organizational structures distribute responsibility for accessibility and support accountability over time?
Co-design participants consistently identified organizational structures as significant enabling or constraining factors influencing accessibility outcomes. While individual awareness and technical expertise contribute to accessibility implementation, sustainable accessibility outcomes require alignment between governance mechanisms, resourcing decisions, role clarity, and institutional expectations.
Participants described situations in which accessibility work was performed informally by individuals without formal authority, dedicated resources, or clearly defined responsibility structures. Reliance on informal champions may support short-term progress but may also contribute to inconsistent implementation, uneven distribution of labour, and limited sustainability of accessibility practices.
Organizational accessibility capability involves coordination between specialist expertise and distributed competency across roles. Specialist accessibility professionals provide critical technical and strategic expertise, while individuals across functions influence accessibility outcomes through decisions related to procurement, communications, technology selection, hiring processes, policy interpretation, research practices, and service design.
Governance structures influence whether accessibility considerations are incorporated consistently into organizational workflows. Examples of structural mechanisms influencing accessibility outcomes may include:
procurement policies that incorporate accessibility criteria
performance expectations related to accessibility responsibilities
defined escalation pathways for addressing accessibility barriers
integration of accessibility into project governance processes
resourcing for accessibility evaluation and remediation
alignment between accessibility commitments and organizational strategy
Co-design participants emphasized that organizational accountability supports clearer expectations regarding how accessibility responsibilities are shared across roles. Accountability structures may reduce reliance on informal labour and support more consistent accessibility practices across teams and departments.
Capability maturity research suggests that organizational competencies develop progressively as expectations, processes, and evaluation mechanisms become more clearly defined and consistently applied (Paulk et al., 1993). Applying this logic to accessibility supports understanding accessibility as an organizational capability requiring coordination between policy structures, operational workflows, and professional competencies.
Organizational accessibility competency therefore includes the ability to recognize how institutional structures influence accessibility outcomes and how governance mechanisms may support continuous improvement in accessibility practice.
Organizational accountability does not imply centralization of all accessibility responsibility within a single role or unit. Rather, accountability structures support clarity regarding how responsibilities are distributed, how decisions affecting accessibility are made, and how accessibility priorities are sustained over time.
Alignment between organizational strategy and accessibility objectives may also influence how accessibility considerations are incorporated into enterprise planning, procurement processes, digital transformation initiatives, human resources practices, and service delivery models.
1. Foundational Awareness
At the foundational level, individuals recognize that organizational structures influence accessibility outcomes. Individuals understand that accessibility responsibilities may be shared across roles and supported through institutional processes.
Indicative practices include:
recognizing that accessibility is influenced by organizational decision-making structures
understanding that accessibility responsibilities may be distributed across roles
recognizing that governance structures influence implementation consistency
recognizing that accessibility expertise may exist in specialized roles
understanding that organizational priorities influence accessibility outcomes
2. Working Practice
At the working practice level, individuals recognize how their role interacts with organizational processes influencing accessibility. Individuals demonstrate awareness of how accountability structures support consistent accessibility practices.
Indicative practices include:
understanding how accessibility responsibilities relate to role expectations
recognizing when accessibility considerations should be escalated or supported through organizational processes
identifying how workflows or procedures may influence accessibility outcomes
recognizing when collaboration with accessibility specialists may be appropriate
supporting consistent application of accessibility expectations within scope of role
3. Applied Integration
At the applied integration level, individuals incorporate accessibility considerations into governance, coordination, or operational structures across teams or functions. Individuals support clearer alignment between accessibility priorities and institutional processes.
Indicative practices include:
integrating accessibility considerations into project governance processes
supporting development of procedures addressing accessibility barriers
contributing to development of accessibility guidance within functional areas
considering accessibility implications within procurement, policy, or operational decision-making
supporting coordination between specialist and non-specialist roles
identifying structural barriers affecting accessibility implementation
4. Strategic Leadership
At the strategic leadership level, individuals influence organizational systems supporting sustained accessibility capability. Individuals contribute to institutional alignment between governance structures, resource allocation, and accessibility objectives.
Indicative practices include:
supporting integration of accessibility considerations into organizational strategy
promoting accountability structures supporting accessibility implementation
aligning resource allocation with accessibility priorities
supporting development of performance expectations related to accessibility responsibilities
promoting procurement practices incorporating accessibility criteria
supporting institutional learning processes related to accessibility implementation
promoting clarity regarding distribution of accessibility responsibilities across organizational role
[bookmark: _Toc243923424]Discussion
This study contributes to emerging scholarship conceptualizing accessibility as an organizational capability shaped by interactions between professional practices, institutional structures, technological systems, and participation processes. The co-design process demonstrated that accessibility challenges are frequently experienced not as isolated technical issues but as outcomes of decisions distributed across multiple organizational functions. These findings reinforce the importance of approaches that support coordination between specialist accessibility expertise and broader organizational awareness of how everyday decisions influence accessibility outcomes.
The framework responds to a recurring tension identified across iterations: accessibility expertise remains essential, yet accessibility outcomes are often shaped by individuals who do not hold formal accessibility roles. Decisions related to communication practices, project planning, hiring processes, digital systems, procurement and governance structures may introduce or reduce barriers depending on whether accessibility considerations are integrated early or addressed reactively. Conceptualizing accessibility as a distributed organizational capability helps clarify how responsibility may be shared without diminishing the importance of specialized professional expertise.
Positioning co-design as both a methodological approach and a competency outcome reflects participant emphasis on the importance of lived experience as expertise informing organizational learning processes. The findings suggest that participation processes influence not only the quality of accessibility solutions but also the legitimacy of decision-making practices. Cultural humility emerged as an important enabling condition for collaboration across differences in experience, professional background, and institutional authority.
The iterative structure of the framework also reflects a shift from static conceptions of accessibility toward ongoing learning processes. Accessibility implementation was frequently described by participants as requiring continuous refinement as technologies evolve, organizational processes change, and new participation contexts emerge. This perspective aligns with continuous improvement approaches commonly used in organizational development, suggesting that accessibility capability may strengthen through iterative cycles of reflection, adaptation, and coordination across roles.
The framework contributes a structured approach for interpreting how accessibility considerations intersect across communication environments, planning processes, digital systems, governance structures, and participation practices. Rather than prescribing uniform competency expectations across roles, the framework supports contextual interpretation of how accessibility responsibilities may appear within different professional scopes of influence.
Importantly, the framework does not assume that accessibility competency can be reduced to technical compliance knowledge alone. Instead, findings suggest that accessibility capability is strengthened when relational, structural, and technical dimensions are considered together. This includes recognizing lived experience as expertise, supporting proactive design approaches, enabling inclusive participation conditions, strengthening digital accessibility practices, and clarifying organizational accountability structures.
Taken together, the findings suggest that accessibility maturity may be supported through approaches that combine specialist expertise, distributed awareness, and institutional alignment. The framework therefore contributes to ongoing efforts to articulate accessibility as a shared organizational practice supported by collaboration, iterative learning, and sustained commitment to reducing barriers across diverse participation contexts.

[bookmark: _Toc243923425]Implications for Practice and Policy
The Accessibility Competency Framework is intended to support dialogue, interpretation, and coordination across organizational roles whose decisions influence accessibility outcomes. Rather than functioning as a compliance checklist or technical standard, the framework provides a structure that may assist organizations in identifying where accessibility considerations intersect with planning processes, communication practices, digital systems, and governance structures.
For organizational practice, the framework may support internal reflection regarding how accessibility responsibilities are currently distributed and where additional clarity may strengthen implementation consistency. The competency progression structure may assist organizations in identifying how accessibility expectations vary across roles with different scopes of influence, supporting role-appropriate interpretation rather than uniform competency requirements. This may be particularly relevant in hybrid work environments where participation conditions are shaped through interactions between digital platforms, communication practices, and organizational processes.
The framework may also support integration of accessibility considerations into workforce development and professional learning initiatives. By expressing competencies in role-transferable language, the framework may help organizations identify opportunities to incorporate accessibility awareness into existing professional development structures without requiring all roles to develop specialist technical expertise. At the same time, the framework reinforces the importance of collaboration with accessibility professionals whose expertise supports technical implementation, evaluation, and remediation activities.
Policy stakeholders may find the framework useful as an interpretive tool that helps translate legislative accessibility objectives into organizational practices. Legislative frameworks such as the Accessible Canada Act establish broad expectations regarding barrier identification, prevention, and removal, but do not prescribe how responsibilities should be coordinated across organizational functions. The competency domains provide one possible structure for interpreting how accessibility considerations may intersect with procurement decisions, employment practices, communication environments, digital systems, and governance mechanisms.
Findings related to procurement processes suggest that accessibility considerations embedded within purchasing decisions may influence accessibility outcomes across multiple organizational environments, including enterprise technologies, workplace tools, communication platforms, and service delivery systems (CNIB, 2023b). Similarly, emerging research examining artificial intelligence highlights the growing importance of considering accessibility implications in technology adoption decisions, including both potential benefits of AI as assistive technology and risks related to inaccessible or biased automated systems (CNIB, 2024).
The framework may also support dialogue between accessibility specialists and professionals working in adjacent fields such as human resources, communications, information technology, research, procurement, and organizational leadership. By clarifying how accessibility considerations may appear across professional contexts, the framework may contribute to shared understanding of how accessibility capability develops through coordination rather than through isolated initiatives.
Importantly, the framework is not intended to replace specialized accessibility competency frameworks or professional standards. Rather, it complements existing bodies of knowledge by providing a structure that may support collaboration across roles whose decisions influence accessibility conditions. This may be particularly relevant for organizations seeking to strengthen accessibility maturity through approaches that integrate technical expertise with organizational learning processes.
The framework therefore contributes a conceptual resource that may support policy interpretation, professional dialogue, and organizational reflection regarding how accessibility responsibilities are shared, coordinated, and sustained over time.

[bookmark: _Toc243923426]Limitations
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings presented in this study. First, the framework was developed through a qualitative co-design process involving participants with lived experience of disability, accessibility practitioners, and organizational contributors primarily situated within the Canadian context. While inclusion of external participants in Iteration 2 strengthens the relevance of the framework beyond a single organizational setting, the findings may not fully represent perspectives from all sectors, geographic regions, or institutional contexts.
Second, co-design methodologies prioritize depth of engagement and contextual insight rather than statistical generalizability. The framework reflects themes that emerged consistently across iterations; however, additional research may be needed to examine how the framework is interpreted across organizations with varying levels of accessibility maturity or differing levels of familiarity with accessibility concepts.
Third, the framework is conceptual rather than evaluative. The competency levels are intended to support interpretation and dialogue rather than to function as a measurement instrument or certification mechanism. Organizations may adapt terminology, examples, or competency emphasis depending on sector-specific regulatory requirements, professional norms, or operational constraints.
Fourth, while the framework incorporates considerations related to digital accessibility, hybrid participation environments, and emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, technological change continues to evolve rapidly. Future developments in enterprise systems, assistive technologies, and automated decision-making tools may influence how accessibility competencies are interpreted and applied.
Finally, the framework does not attempt to replicate or replace specialized technical accessibility standards or professional competency frameworks. Rather, it is intended to complement existing bodies of knowledge by supporting shared understanding of how accessibility considerations intersect with diverse organizational roles. Interpretation of the framework should therefore be understood as part of an evolving dialogue regarding how accessibility capability develops across sociotechnical systems.


[bookmark: _Toc243923427]Future Research
The framework presented in this project provides a conceptual structure for understanding accessibility as an organizational capability; however, additional research is needed to examine how competency frameworks of this nature are interpreted and applied across diverse institutional contexts. Future studies may explore how organizations operationalize distributed accessibility competency in practice, including how responsibilities are coordinated across specialist and non-specialist roles.
Empirical research examining implementation of the framework across sectors such as public administration, higher education, private industry, and non-profit organizations may contribute to understanding how organizational context influences interpretation of competency language, governance structures, and professional development pathways. Comparative studies may also examine how accessibility maturity evolves over time as organizations integrate accessibility considerations into procurement processes, digital transformation initiatives, and workforce development strategies.
Further research may also examine how emerging technologies influence accessibility competency requirements. Artificial intelligence systems are increasingly integrated into recruitment platforms, information systems, communication tools, and decision-making environments. Future work may explore how accessibility considerations related to automated systems, algorithmic decision-making, and AI-enabled assistive technologies influence competency expectations across roles (CNIB, 2024). As AI technologies evolve, accessibility competency frameworks may require refinement to address both potential accessibility benefits and emerging risks.
The framework currently integrates built environment considerations primarily within communication and participation contexts. Future research may examine whether built environment accessibility competencies warrant further expansion as a distinct domain or subdomain, particularly in sectors where physical environments strongly influence participation conditions.
Additional research may also explore approaches for evaluating competency development and organizational accessibility capability over time. This may include development of qualitative indicators, maturity models, or reflective assessment tools supporting organizations in identifying areas for continuous improvement.
Finally, future work may examine how co-design methodologies contribute not only to framework development but also to ongoing organizational learning processes. Longitudinal studies examining how participation structures evolve alongside accessibility capability may further contribute to scholarship examining relationships between epistemic justice, organizational change, and inclusive design practices.
Together, these areas of inquiry may support continued refinement of accessibility competency frameworks and contribute to broader understanding of how accessibility capability develops across sociotechnical systems.

[bookmark: _Toc243923428]Conclusion
Accessibility is often discussed as a requirement, a standard, or a technical specification. Yet the findings from this study suggest that accessibility is more accurately understood as an ongoing organizational learning process shaped by relationships, decisions, environments, and systems. Through three iterations of co-design involving people with lived experience of disability, accessibility practitioners, and interdisciplinary contributors, this research examined how accessibility competency is experienced not as a single skill set, but as a shared organizational capability emerging across roles and contexts.
The resulting framework reflects the insight that accessibility outcomes are rarely determined by individual expertise alone. Rather, accessibility is influenced by how organizations plan, communicate, design, procure, govern, and collaborate. Decisions that appear routine within organizational workflows may significantly influence whether environments, services, and information are usable by diverse populations. In this sense, accessibility is not solely a matter of compliance, nor solely the responsibility of specialists, but a coordinated practice requiring collaboration between specialized expertise and distributed awareness across professional roles.
The co-design process highlighted the importance of recognizing lived experience as expertise that informs how accessibility challenges are understood and addressed. Participants emphasized that accessibility initiatives are strengthened when people with lived experience of disability are engaged not as passive recipients of services but as contributors to knowledge, decision-making, and design processes. Cultural humility emerged as an important competency supporting this collaboration, reinforcing the understanding that accessibility practice requires ongoing reflexivity regarding power, assumptions, and institutional norms.
The framework presented in this paper does not attempt to resolve all questions related to accessibility implementation. Rather, it offers one structured approach for supporting dialogue regarding how accessibility responsibilities are interpreted, coordinated, and sustained across organizational contexts. By articulating accessibility competency across domains related to co-design, proactive design, inclusive participation environments, digital systems, and governance structures, the framework contributes to broader efforts to understand accessibility as a sociotechnical capability supported by both professional expertise and organizational alignment.
Importantly, the framework affirms the continued importance of specialized accessibility knowledge while recognizing that accessibility outcomes are shaped through interactions across many roles whose decisions influence participation conditions. Strengthening accessibility capability therefore involves not only developing technical expertise but also cultivating shared understanding of how everyday practices contribute to the presence or absence of barriers.
Accessibility work is iterative. Organizational contexts evolve, technologies change, participation environments shift, and new barriers emerge. Competency development therefore involves not only acquiring knowledge, but sustaining learning processes that enable organizations to adapt, reflect, and improve over time. Co-design approaches may support these processes by strengthening relationships between lived experience expertise, professional practice, and institutional learning.
Ultimately, accessibility is not achieved through a single framework, policy, or intervention. It is developed through sustained commitment to collaboration, accountability, and continuous improvement. By contributing a structured approach for interpreting accessibility as a shared organizational capability, this research seeks to support ongoing efforts to reduce barriers and to expand participation across diverse environments and communities.
This work is situated within a broader collective effort involving researchers, practitioners, advocates, policymakers, and people with lived experience of disability who continue to advance accessibility as a matter of equity, participation, and social inclusion. The framework presented here is intended to contribute to that shared work and to support continued dialogue regarding how accessibility capability may develop across sociotechnical systems over time.
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While the chapter Revised Accessibility Competency Framework presents the Accessibility Competency Framework in narrative form to support conceptual clarity and interpretability across roles, organizations often require formats that allow for quick reference, navigation, and practical application. Competency frameworks are frequently used in professional learning contexts, workforce development initiatives, and organizational planning processes where stakeholders benefit from concise summaries that support interpretation without requiring detailed review of the full conceptual discussion.
The following synthesis presents the framework in a condensed format designed to support usability across roles and functions. The structure is intended to complement, rather than replace, the narrative descriptions provided in the chapter Revised Accessibility Competency Framework. The summary highlights the five competency domains and the four developmental levels through a format that supports rapid orientation, role mapping, and dialogue regarding how accessibility considerations intersect with everyday professional practice.
This applied interpretation reflects the same conceptual structure described in the revised framework and maintains alignment with the sociotechnical perspective guiding the research. The condensed representation is intended to support knowledge translation by providing an accessible overview that may be used in training contexts, professional development discussions, organizational planning activities, or introductory learning environments.
Importantly, the condensed structure does not imply uniform competency expectations across roles. As discussed throughout this paper, accessibility capability develops through coordination between specialist expertise and distributed responsibility across organizational functions. The summary format is therefore intended to support reflection regarding how accessibility considerations may appear within different scopes of influence rather than prescribe standardized competency requirements.
Organizations may adapt terminology, examples, or emphasis depending on sector context, regulatory requirements, or organizational maturity. The structure is designed to remain flexible while maintaining conceptual coherence with the co-design findings that informed development of the framework.
Table 4. Accessibility Competency Framework Domains Overview
	Domain
	Focus of competency
	Guiding question

	Co-design and lived experience partnership
	Inclusion of lived experience as expertise in decision-making processes
	How do we work in partnership with people with lived experience of disability to shape decisions that affect accessibility outcomes?

	Born-accessible design
	Proactive integration of accessibility considerations into planning and design processes
	How do we design processes, systems, and environments that reduce the need for individuals to request access after barriers are created?

	Inclusive communication, engagement, and participation environments
	Conditions supporting equitable participation across physical, digital, and hybrid contexts
	How do we create conditions that support equitable participation across diverse ways of communicating, sensing, and interacting?

	Digital and information accessibility
	Accessibility of digital systems, information environments, and emerging technologies
	How do digital systems shape who can access, interpret, and use information?

	Organizational accessibility and accountability
	Governance structures supporting sustained accessibility practice
	How do organizational structures distribute responsibility for accessibility and support accountability over time?



Table 5. Competency Progression Structure
	Level
	Description
	General expression of competency

	Foundational awareness
	Baseline understanding of accessibility concepts and relevance to role
	Recognizes accessibility considerations, understands common barriers, demonstrates awareness of lived experience perspectives

	Working practice
	Application of accessibility considerations within routine tasks and interactions
	Applies inclusive practices within day-to-day work, considers accessibility when communicating, planning, or creating materials

	Applied integration
	Integration of accessibility considerations across projects, workflows, or teams
	Incorporates accessibility into planning processes, collaboration practices, and decision-making structures

	Strategic leadership
	Shaping organizational conditions supporting accessibility capability over time
	Influences governance structures, resource allocation, standards, and continuous improvement processes



Table 6. Domain Interpretation Across Competency Levels
	Domain
	Foundational awareness
	Working practice
	Applied integration
	Strategic leadership

	Co-design and lived experience partnership
	Recognizes lived experience as expertise
	Seeks input respectfully and transparently
	Integrates lived experience perspectives into planning and decision-making
	Supports structures enabling meaningful participation of lived experience expertise

	Born-accessible design
	Understands early decisions influence accessibility outcomes
	Considers accessibility when selecting tools, formats, timelines, and environments
	Integrates accessibility into workflows, planning structures, and procurement considerations
	Embeds proactive accessibility approaches into organizational planning structures

	Inclusive communication, engagement, and participation environments
	Recognizes communication practices influence participation
	Uses inclusive communication practices and accessible formats
	Designs meetings and engagement approaches supporting multiple participation modalities
	Establishes expectations for inclusive communication practices across organizational contexts

	Digital and information accessibility
	Recognizes digital environments influence participation
	Creates structured and accessible digital content
	Integrates accessibility into digital workflows and platform selection
	Supports adoption of accessibility standards across systems and services

	Organizational accessibility and accountability
	Recognizes accessibility is influenced by organizational structures
	Understands role responsibilities related to accessibility processes
	Integrates accessibility into governance and operational coordination structures
	Aligns strategy, accountability mechanisms, and resource allocation with accessibility priorities
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Building a culture of accessibility is an ongoing journey. The previous chapters of this report, from the literature review and environmental scan to the organizational IDEA audit and co-design process, underscored critical themes that point to areas where further research and action are needed. Common findings include the persistent gap between formal commitments and everyday practice, the central importance of organizational culture and attitudes, and the need for stronger evidence on what works to develop accessibility competencies across roles. As organizations strive to move beyond compliance to sustainable inclusion, they face pressing questions that researchers and practitioners must address. This chapter identifies key areas for future research and acknowledges two emerging studies, a CNIB–Ipsos survey of public attitudes and a workplace social dynamics project, that exemplify how these knowledge gaps are beginning to be tackled.
In synthesizing insights from earlier chapters, several broad themes emerge as priorities for future inquiry:
· Closing the Policy–Practice Gap: How can organizations more effectively implement and measure the accessibility initiatives that prior chapters identified as critical? The Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework introduced in this report provides a roadmap, but additional research is needed on how diverse organizations can adopt these competencies in practice and what impact this has on organizational performance and culture. For instance, longitudinal and comparative studies could examine how different sectors or smaller organizations operationalize the five competency domains (co-design, born-accessible design, inclusive communication, digital accessibility, and organizational accountability) and whether integrating these competencies leads to measurable improvements in inclusion outcomes over time. There is also a need for robust evaluation methods, such as maturity models, metrics, and qualitative indicators, to track progress in building accessibility capacity and to identify which interventions, including training programs, policy changes, and leadership initiatives, yield sustainable changes in workplace culture.
· Transforming Attitudes and Culture: A recurring insight is that attitudinal barriers and stigma around disability remain entrenched in many workplaces. Employees with disabilities often still fear disclosure due to concerns about negative stereotypes or career penalties. This report’s findings highlight that fostering an inclusive culture, where accessibility is everyone’s responsibility, requires shifting underlying social norms and perceptions. Future research should therefore continue to explore strategies for attitude change and bias reduction at both the organizational and societal levels. In particular, two emerging research initiatives under the CNIB’s broader inclusion research program, funded alongside this competency framework project, are directly addressing these cultural dimensions. These include a national study of public attitudes toward people with sight loss, and a field study on interpersonal relationships in visually diverse workplaces. These projects extend the core themes of this report and open new avenues for inquiry.
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One important direction for future research is to better understand public attitudes toward persons with disabilities, and how those attitudes might facilitate or hinder workplace inclusion. A recent CNIB-commissioned study, in partnership with Ipsos, took a novel approach to this issue by surveying over 2,000 adults across Canada to gauge feelings, thoughts, and intended behaviors toward a person who is blind or partially sighted. Led by Dr. Christine Hochbaum and Michaela Knot, this study utilized a modified Multi-Dimensional Attitudes Scale (MAS) toward persons with disabilities. Participants were presented with a realistic scenario, a person using a white cane entering a coffee shop, and asked about their emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reactions. The experimental design included two versions of the scenario, one with and one without the visible disability cue of the white cane, to detect differences in responses.
Preliminary results revealed a telling pattern. Respondents in the white cane condition reported more positive thoughts and a lower likelihood of negative reactions compared to the control group, even though some negative feelings, such as anxiety about doing something wrong, were actually higher in the presence of a person with sight loss. This divergence suggests the operation of social desirability bias. People often adjusted their answers to appear kind and unprejudiced toward individuals with vision loss, potentially masking true implicit biases. In other words, public respondents knew the socially correct attitudes to express, such as being comfortable and friendly, even if they internally felt uncertainty, pity, or discomfort. The study’s authors noted that the experimental group took longer to complete the survey, indicating respondents were juggling their personal attitudes and how they thought they should respond in front of a socially sensitive scenario. This aligns with broader literature suggesting that explicit biases toward people with disabilities have decreased over time, while implicit biases and ingrained stereotypes can persist beneath the surface.
These findings underscore the need for further research in several areas. First, researchers and practitioners should develop better tools for measuring implicit bias and social attitudes in ways that reduce the influence of social desirability. The MAS-based approach is a promising start, but follow-up studies could incorporate implicit association tests or observational methods to capture more genuine reactions. Second, there is a clear rationale to investigate how public attitudes and misconceptions are shaped by social norms and exposure to disability. For instance, the CNIB–Ipsos survey found that respondents with personal contact or friendships with people who have vision loss tended to express more naturally positive and less biased attitudes. This raises important questions about public education. Which types of contact or messaging can dispel myths and reduce discomfort around disability? Third, the study suggests that people may overestimate their own comfort and appropriate behavior, highlighting an area for future intervention research. Programs that simulate real-life interactions, such as virtual reality or role-playing, could be tested for their effectiveness in uncovering and then reducing implicit biases. Ultimately, studies like the CNIB–Ipsos survey point to the need for broader societal change as a foundation for workplace inclusion. If bias and stigma in the general public remain, they will continue to spill over into workplace interactions and organizational culture. Ongoing research should therefore track public attitudes over time to see if initiatives like public awareness campaigns are moving the needle, and examine the links between public sentiment and the experiences of job seekers or employees with disabilities.
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A second emerging research direction focuses on the workplace itself, specifically, the social relationships between employees with and without disabilities, as a lever for inclusion. While earlier chapters of this report emphasized policies, training, and organizational structures, social dynamics on the ground also play a crucial role in whether an inclusive culture truly takes hold. The importance of co-worker attitudes and interactions was evident throughout our findings. For example, some supervisors and colleagues still hold lowered expectations or stereotypes about employees with disabilities. To address these interpersonal dimensions of inclusion, a new study led by Chad Danyluck (Carleton University), with contributions from Michaela Knot and Kathy Beitz, is examining how friendships in visually diverse workplaces, those with a mix of employees with and without sight loss, can influence team cohesion, respect, and the breakdown of bias.
This ongoing research, is grounded in social and organizational psychology theories. It starts from evidence that friendships across social group lines, such as between disabled and non-disabled colleagues, can significantly reduce prejudice and ableist attitudes, while improving job satisfaction and commitment. However, there is a knowledge gap. These positive effects of friendship have not been thoroughly studied in the context of disability in workplaces. The study explores a nuanced question. What kinds of interpersonal dynamics best promote inclusion? One hypothesis is that highlighting personal commonalities, such as shared interests, values, or goals between colleagues, will facilitate friendship formation. Another insight is that sustaining meaningful intergroup friendships may also require recognizing and valuing differences, such as each group’s distinct identity, to avoid eroding important aspects of identity. In other words, colleagues might bond more strongly when they discover shared interests and when employees without disabilities appreciate the unique experiences of their peers with sight loss, rather than pretending differences do not exist.
To test these ideas, Danyluck’s team has designed an experimental survey in which participants are presented with workplace scenarios involving colleagues with and without vision loss, manipulating the emphasis on interpersonal similarity versus group difference in each scenario. The study aims to identify which conditions lead to greater comfort, willingness to collaborate, and mutual respect between sighted and non-sighted co-workers. Early qualitative observations suggest that both emphasizing common ground and acknowledging distinct perspectives can engender a sense of trust and self-expansion, where individuals broaden their understanding by incorporating the perspectives of someone with a different lived experience. This line of research aligns closely with our competency framework’s co-design and cultural humility principles. It seeks practical ways for employees to build authentic relationships across difference, thereby operationalizing the report’s call for “Nothing About Us, Without Us” in daily work life.
The broader implications of this inquiry extend to developing evidence-based interventions for organizations. If, for example, encouraging mentorship programs, employee resource groups, or structured team-building activities around shared interests is shown to significantly improve attitudes and reduce subtle biases, these strategies could be recommended as part of accessibility and inclusion initiatives. Additionally, this work will inform the competency framework by highlighting the interpersonal skills, such as empathy, active listening, and openness to diverse perspectives, that should be cultivated at every level of an organization. It also offers a fresh take on organizational accessibility as a social network phenomenon. Inclusion may flourish not just from top-down policy but also from the bottom-up growth of personal connections. Continued research in this area will help answer questions such as, how can employers facilitate positive intergroup contact? and in what ways do informal social bonds translate into measurable improvements in workplace inclusion, such as higher rates of self-disclosure, better teamwork, or reduced turnover for employees with disabilities?
[bookmark: _Toc243923433]Embracing Emerging Technologies and New Frontiers
Another area demanding attention is the rapid evolution of workplace technology and its interplay with accessibility. As noted in Chapter 4, the rise of artificial intelligence, automation, and other advanced digital tools is transforming workplaces. With that comes both new opportunities and new risks for accessibility. For instance, AI-driven recruitment platforms might inadvertently encode bias against candidates with disabilities, or new collaboration tools might present unforeseen barriers to employees with vision or hearing loss. Conversely, technologies like AI-powered assistive tools, such as smart screen-readers or real-time transcription services, hold promise for enhancing accessibility if developed and deployed thoughtfully. Future research should investigate how emerging technologies alter the competency requirements for organizations and workers. Some pertinent research questions include: What new skills do IT developers, HR professionals, and managers need in order to ensure AI systems are accessible and fair? How can accessibility professionals be involved earlier in tech design and procurement processes to prevent new barriers? Accessibility must be treated as a sociotechnical issue. Studies that examine technology implementation in tandem with organizational culture are especially valuable. Proactive research and user-centered design testing of workplace AI and digital tools, for example, testing an AI recruiting tool for biases with candidates with disabilities, or using Inclusive Design principles to guide new software development, will be critical to anticipate and mitigate adverse impacts on employees with disabilities. Additionally, tracking how companies integrate digital accessibility competencies, such as compliance with evolving standards and employee training on accessible content creation, could inform updates to our framework and best-practice guidelines. As technology continues to advance, ongoing collaboration between accessibility experts, tech designers, and end-users with disabilities will be essential to keep inclusion strategies up-to-date.
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Finally, research should consider broadening the scope of accessibility competencies and exploring areas that fell outside the immediate focus of this project. One such area is the built environment. Our framework primarily incorporated physical environment considerations within the domain of inclusive communication and participation, for example, ensuring meeting spaces are physically accessible. However, the question remains whether built environment accessibility warrants a dedicated domain or expanded set of competencies in future models. For instance, sectors like manufacturing, retail, or transportation, where physical spaces and ergonomic design are paramount, might benefit from a more granular competency breakdown related to inclusive space design and health and safety for people with disabilities. Research could explore this by examining how physical accessibility expertise is distributed in organizations and whether organizations with stronger competencies in this area see better outcomes, such as improved hiring or retention of people with mobility, visual, or other disabilities.
Another dimension for expansion is applying an intersectional lens to accessibility competencies. Chapter 2 highlighted that individuals with disabilities do not have single-issue identities. Factors like gender, race, and age intersect with disability to shape unique workplace experiences and potential disadvantages. Future research might investigate how accessibility initiatives can be tailored to address these intersectional experiences, for example, the experiences of women with disabilities at work, or the needs of Indigenous peoples with disabilities in organizational contexts. This could lead to additional competency considerations or specialized training modules to ensure truly inclusive workplaces for all. Moreover, continued inquiry into co-design as a long-term organizational learning mechanism is warranted. Our project demonstrated the value of involving employees with disabilities in developing solutions. Researchers could build on this by studying how sustained co-design, through advisory committees or employee resource groups, impacts organizational change over several years. Such studies connect to concepts of epistemic justice and cultural humility, examining how elevating the voices of those with lived experience influences not only policies and tools, but also the underlying power dynamics and norms of workplaces.
Table 7. Key Future Research Areas
	Future Research Area
	Rationale
	Potential Research Questions

	Public attitudes and implicit bias toward disability
	Social attitudes shape workplace climate and hiring decisions. The CNIB–Ipsos survey found evidence of social desirability bias, implying that negative biases persist under the surface. Understanding these biases is crucial for designing effective public education and stigma-reduction initiatives.
	How do implicit biases and social norms influence behavior toward people with disabilities in public and workplace settings? What strategies can reduce social desirability bias and reveal true attitudes? Which public awareness or contact-based interventions best reduce stigma and encourage more genuine social inclusion?

	Interpersonal relationships and inclusion in the workplace
	Day-to-day social dynamics can reinforce or break down barriers. Friendships and collegial relationships between disabled and non-disabled employees are hypothesized to decrease prejudice and increase team cohesion. This is a novel approach to fostering an inclusive culture.
	Does facilitating friendships or mentorships between employees with and without disabilities measurably improve attitudes and teamwork? What balance of emphasizing commonalities vs. respecting differences yields the greatest reduction in bias? How can organizations encourage positive intergroup contact to organically reduce ableism?

	Implementing and evaluating the Accessibility Competency Framework
	A competency model is only as effective as its uptake. Many organizations struggle to move from intent to action. There is scant empirical research on best practices for training and capacity-building in this area. Rigorous evaluation is needed to know what works.
	How are different types of organizations applying the accessibility competencies in practice? What impact does adopting the framework have on outcomes? What methods can reliably measure an organization’s “accessibility maturity” over time?

	Accessible technology and AI in the workplace
	Rapid advances in AI and digital platforms present both new solutions and new barriers for inclusion. Research can guide how to harness technology for good while guarding against bias.
	How can we ensure emerging workplace technologies are accessible and do not inadvertently discriminate? What new competencies are needed to manage accessibility in digital transformations? How can technologies be used to enhance inclusion, and what supports are required?

	Broadening and refining accessibility competencies
	Inclusivity is a moving target. As we learn more, frameworks should be updated. For example, built environment accessibility and intersectionality may require expanded competencies.
	Should competencies related to the built environment be a distinct domain? How do intersecting identities inform specialized competencies? How can accessibility competency models remain adaptable to new domains and evolving understandings of inclusion?


These future research directions are highly interrelated. Progress in any one area, for example, reducing public stigma or developing better metrics for organizational change, will reinforce progress in the others by creating a more robust evidence base for accessibility and inclusion. The emerging projects on public attitudes and workplace friendships demonstrate how research can directly underpin practice: by revealing hidden biases and testing novel inclusion strategies, they feed back into the toolkit available to organizations committed to accessibility. In turn, as organizations implement changes based on evidence, they create new settings and data for researchers to study.
In summary, the journey to truly inclusive workplaces is far from finished. The work so far, including this report’s proposed framework, has illuminated what needs to be done, but it has also raised important questions that only continued research and innovation can answer. By investing in these future research areas and maintaining strong partnerships between researchers, practitioners, people with lived experience, and employers, we can build on the foundation laid in this project. This will ensure that accessibility and inclusion competencies continue to evolve as a living framework, driving cultural transformation in Canadian workplaces. The path forward requires curiosity, collaboration, and a willingness to address uncomfortable questions about bias and change. By doing so, we will be better equipped to operationalize accessibility as a shared organizational capability – and, ultimately, to realize the full promise of truly inclusive workplaces where everyone can participate and thrive.
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Inclusive Leadership Foundations is a two‑part learning series designed to support leaders in building inclusive, respectful, and accountable workplaces. The series focuses on practical leadership behaviours grounded in ethics, cultural humility, participation, and shared responsibility.
The series moves leaders from values and responsibility to everyday leadership practice. Session 1 focuses on the ethical foundations of inclusive leadership. Session 2 focuses on how leaders apply those foundations when leading across differences in diverse teams and navigating everyday organizational dynamics.
This series is designed for managers, people leaders, and anyone with influence over teams, decisions, processes, or workplace culture.
[bookmark: _Toc243923441]Session 1: The Role of Ethical Leadership
Purpose of the Session
To build a shared foundation for inclusive leadership by focusing on ethics, cultural humility, co‑design, participation, accountability, and the everyday leadership actions that shape workplace culture.
Session Description
Ethical leadership is not only about personal values. It is about how leaders use power, make decisions, and create conditions where people feel respected, included, and able to participate fully in their work.
This session focuses on cultural humility as the foundation of ethical leadership. Participants will explore ongoing self‑reflection, awareness of power and positionality, and openness to learning from others. Cultural humility is introduced as essential to inclusive leadership and to working with people rather than making decisions about them.
Cultural humility is also connected to co‑design and the principle of “nothing about us without us.” Leaders will reflect on how decisions are shaped, whose perspectives are included, and when collaboration is needed to strengthen outcomes and trust.
A key focus of the session is participation and accountability. Leaders will explore participation as a spectrum, from sharing information, to seeking input, to shared decision‑making. The focus is not on doing “everything right,” but on being clear and transparent about how decisions are made, who has influence, and what meaningful participation looks like in real workplace situations.
The session also introduces bystander and upstander intervention as an everyday leadership skill. Leaders are not neutral observers of workplace culture. What leaders do, or choose not to do, sends strong signals. Participants will practice realistic and respectful ways to step in during everyday moments that affect inclusion, connection, or team dynamics. The emphasis is on practical language, curiosity, and small actions that support learning and relationship repair.
To support follow‑through, the session introduces a simple accountability ladder leaders can use after receiving feedback, noticing a gap, or learning that something needs adjustment. This approach supports trust‑building through clear communication, action, and learning over time.
What You Will Learn and Practice
Cultural humility as a leadership stance that supports ongoing learning and reflection
Co‑design and “nothing about us without us” as an ethical standard for decisions that affect others
Participation as a spectrum, including how to move from input to meaningful influence when appropriate
Relational accountability, including how leaders hold accountability with people after asking for input or receiving feedback
Upstander intervention as everyday leadership practice, including respectful ways to pause, clarify, invite participation, and repair misunderstandings
Learning Outcomes
By the end of Session 1, participants will be able to:
· Explain ethical leadership as a relational and accountable practice
· Describe cultural humility and why it matters for leadership
· Understand co‑design as working with people rather than for people
· Use a participation spectrum to recognize different levels of influence and decision‑making
· Apply an accountability ladder to support follow‑through after feedback or learning moments
· Practice realistic bystander‑to‑upstander interventions that fit everyday workplace realities
[bookmark: _Toc243923442]Session 2: Leading Across Differences in Practice
Purpose of the Session
To help leaders apply ethical leadership, cultural humility, and upstander responsibility when leading diverse teams and making everyday leadership decisions, introducing the Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework as a practical guide.
Session Description
Leading across differences is where inclusive leadership becomes visible in daily work. Differences exist across identity, disability, culture, role, communication style, power, and lived experience. Leaders shape whether those differences are valued through how they design work, communicate expectations, and lead teams.
This session builds directly on Session 1 by focusing on how leaders put ethics, cultural humility, and upstander responsibility into practice across real workplace situations. Participants will explore how organizational dynamics influence participation, including informal norms, power differences, time pressure, and “the way things are usually done.”
The session focuses on common leadership moments such as meetings, planning, feedback, decision‑making, and conflict. Participants will reflect on how these moments can strengthen participation, support psychological safety, and create more inclusive team environments over time.
The Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework is introduced as a practical leadership tool. The framework provides shared language for understanding how inclusive and accessible outcomes are created across teams, systems, and processes. It is not a checklist and not a performance rating. Instead, it helps leaders identify where barriers can show up in everyday work and how to prevent barriers earlier through better planning, communication, and shared accountability.
Accessibility is positioned as one important dimension of leading across differences, alongside other aspects of identity and lived experience.
Participants will apply the framework to everyday leadership situations and identify realistic actions they can take within their scope of influence.
What You Will Learn and Practice
How to lead across differences in ways that strengthen participation and psychological safety
How power and group dynamics influence who speaks, who is heard, and who shapes decisions
How inclusive leadership shows up in everyday practices like meetings, timelines, information‑sharing, and feedback
How to use the competencies framework to reflect, plan, and improve team practices over time
How to identify one or two realistic actions to apply immediately within their role
Learning Outcomes
By the end of Session 2, participants will be able to:
· Describe what leading across differences looks like in everyday leadership practice
· Recognize how power and team dynamics influence participation and voice
· Identify leadership behaviours that strengthen psychological safety and inclusion
· Use the Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework as a reflection and planning tool
Apply the framework domains to practical leadership moments such as meetings, planning, communication, and decision‑making
Identify one or two realistic actions they can take immediately within their role and scope
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Facilitator: Ana Sofia Barrows (she/her), Director, Accessibility and Inclusion
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Today’s session is about the role of ethical leadership in building inclusive, respectful, and accountable workplaces.
When we hear “ethical leadership,” it can sound very big, very formal, and very “leadership book with a navy-blue cover.” But today, we are going to keep it practical.
We are going to talk about how leaders use power, how decisions are made, whose voices are included, and how we respond when something needs care, repair, or follow-through.
This session is the first part of a two-part learning series. Today, we are focusing on the foundation. In Session 2, we will build on this by looking more closely at how leaders apply these ideas when leading across differences in real workplace moments.


[bookmark: _Toc243923445]How we will spend our time
Here is where we are going today.
We will start with ethical leadership as something practical and relational. Then we will look at cultural humility and positionality, because inclusive leadership starts with how we understand ourselves in relation to others.
We will then move into co-design and participation. This is where we ask: when decisions affect people, how are those people meaningfully included?
After that, we will talk about accountability. Not accountability as blame, but accountability as follow-through, repair, and responsibility.
We will also look at bystander and upstander intervention, because leaders are not neutral observers of workplace culture. What leaders notice, ignore, interrupt, or repair sends a message.
We will leave time at the end for questions!


[bookmark: _Toc243923446]Learning outcomes
By the end of this session, the goal is not for everyone to become perfect inclusion leaders. That is not a real thing. If anyone claims to be a perfect inclusion leader, please check for hidden smoke machines.
The goal is more useful than perfection.
We want to build shared language. We want to recognize how ethics shows up in daily decisions. We want to understand cultural humility as a leadership stance. We want to distinguish between asking for input and actually creating influence.
And we want to leave with practical ways to respond when something happens in the workplace that affects inclusion, trust, or participation.

[bookmark: _Toc243923447]Ethical leadership 
A helpful starting point is this: ethical leadership is not only about being a good person.
Good intentions matter. Values matter. Character matters. But ethical leadership becomes visible through action.
It shows up in how we use power. It shows up in how decisions are made. It shows up in whether people affected by a decision have meaningful opportunities to shape that decision.
It also shows up after feedback. When someone tells us a process did not work for them, or that a decision created a barrier, or that something had an unintended impact, ethical leadership is what we do next.
Do we get defensive? Do we avoid it? Do we explain the intent until everyone ages three years? Or do we listen, clarify, take responsibility, and make a change where we can?


[bookmark: _Toc243923448]Leadership is relational
Leadership happens through relationships. Even when a leader is making a decision alone, the impact of that decision is not isolated. It affects people, workflows, expectations, trust, access, and sometimes even people’s sense of belonging.
So, one of the core questions of ethical leadership is: what is my responsibility within this relationship?
That question matters because leadership is not just a role. It is a set of relationships shaped by power.
Sometimes that power is formal, like being someone’s manager. Sometimes it is informal, like being the person whose voice carries weight in a room. Sometimes it comes from experience, seniority, expertise, access to information, or simply being closer to decision-making.
Ethical leadership starts when we become more honest about that power.
[bookmark: _Toc243923449]Cultural humility as a leadership stance
Cultural humility is central to today’s session.
Sometimes people think inclusion work means learning enough about other people that we can become “competent” in every identity, culture, experience, disability, background, or communication style.
That is not how humans work. We are not software updates, and there is no final download or update.
Cultural humility is different. It is not about mastering someone else’s experience. It is about taking a stance of ongoing learning, self-reflection, respect, and openness.
It asks us to recognize the limits of what we know. It asks us to be aware of power. It asks us to listen without assuming we already understand.
For leaders, cultural humility means we do not treat our own perspective as the default setting for everyone else’s reality.


[bookmark: _Toc243923450]Cultural humility in leadership decisions
Cultural humility becomes especially important when leaders make decisions.
A culturally humble leader asks: whose experience am I treating as normal?
That question is simple, but it can reveal a lot. Many workplace practices are built around assumptions about how people communicate, process information, attend meetings, manage time, disclose needs, respond to conflict, or navigate authority.
When those assumptions are invisible, they become the default. And when something becomes the default, people who do not fit it may be seen as the exception, the complication, or the problem.
Cultural humility helps us slow down and ask better questions.
Whose knowledge am I relying on? Whose feedback am I discounting? Who might experience this differently? What would change if I treated lived experience as expertise, not as an afterthought?
[bookmark: _Toc243923451]Positionality
Now we are going to talk about the role of our positionality within our work.
Positionality is a way of reflecting on where we are situated in relation to others and to the work we are doing.
It includes our identities and lived experiences, but it is not only about identity. It also includes our role, authority, access to resources, access to information, and proximity to decision-making.
For leaders, positionality matters because how we see a situation is shaped by where we are standing.
And just as importantly, other people experience us through their own understanding of our role, our authority, and the systems we may represent.
So, positionality is not about self-confession for the sake of it. It is about becoming more aware of how our perspective may shape our decisions, our assumptions, and our relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc243923452]Five-minute reflection: our positionality
We are going to pause for five minutes for an individual reflection.
You do not need to share this with anyone, although, we will have a few minutes to share, if you wish to do so. This is private reflection, and the goal is not to produce a perfect answer.
I want you to think about a current decision, project, or workplace relationship.
Ask yourself: what parts of my role give me power or influence here? What assumptions might I be bringing in? Whose perspectives have I heard clearly? Whose perspectives might be missing? How does this personally or directly affect me?
And the final question is especially important: what do I owe people after asking for input, receiving feedback, or making a decision?
I will give us five minutes. Silence is okay. Thinking is the activity.
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The reason we moved from positionality into accountability is because awareness is only the beginning.
It is useful to reflect on who we are, what assumptions we carry, and how power shapes our decisions. But ethical leadership asks us to go further.
Relational accountability is about responsibility within relationships. It asks: who am I in relationship with? What responsibilities come with that relationship? How do I act with respect, reciprocity, and transparency?
This is especially important in inclusion work because feedback often comes through relationship.
Someone tells us a meeting format is not working. Someone tells us a decision affected them differently than we expected. Someone tells us they were not included early enough. Someone tells us the process created a barrier.
Relational accountability is what we do with that information.
[bookmark: _Toc243923454]Co-design: “nothing about us without us”
Now we move into co-design and the principle of “nothing about us without us.”
At its simplest, co-design means working with people impacted by a decision, process, service, policy, or barrier.
The principle of “nothing about us without us” comes strongly from disability rights movements, and it is a powerful reminder that people should not be excluded from decisions that shape their own participation.
For leaders, this does not mean every single decision becomes a giant committee. Nobody is asking us to co-design the office stapler placement…probably…hopefully!
But it does mean we need to be thoughtful about when participation is needed, who is affected, and whether the people impacted have a meaningful opportunity to shape the outcome.
Co-design is not just about asking people what they think. It is about recognizing lived experience as expertise.
[bookmark: _Toc243923455]Participation is a spectrum
Participation is not one thing. It is a spectrum.
Sometimes informing people is appropriate. Sometimes consultation is appropriate. Sometimes people need to be involved more deeply. Sometimes collaboration or shared decision-making is the ethical choice.
The problem happens when we blur those levels.
For example, if a leader has already made a decision but asks for “feedback,” people may believe they still have influence. If they later realize the decision was already final, trust can be damaged.
Or if a team is asked for input repeatedly but never hears what happened with that input, participation starts to feel performative.
Ethical leadership does not mean every decision must be shared equally. It means being clear and honest about what kind of participation is being offered, what is still open, what is not open, and how input will be used.


[bookmark: _Toc243923456]The participation ladder
The participation ladder comes from Sherry Arnstein’s 1969 work on citizen participation. Arnstein used the ladder to show that participation is not all the same. Some forms give people information or a voice, while others give people real influence over decisions.
This ladder is a great resource as it helps us notice the difference between:
Being informed after a decision is made 
Being asked for input 
Having input considered 
Helping shape the options 
Sharing influence over the decision 
Having ownership over the outcome 
The leadership question is:
Are we offering information, input, influence, or shared power?


[bookmark: _Toc243923457]A practical participation check
Here is a practical check leaders can use before asking for input.
First: what decision is actually being made?
Second: who is affected by it?
Third: what is still open to influence? This is an important one. If nothing is open to influence, then be careful about calling it consultation.
Fourth: what is already decided? People can handle boundaries better than ambiguity. We do not need to pretend everything is open when it is not.
Fifth: how will input be used? How will we report back? And what follow-through do we owe?
This last piece matters, and it is the most difficult to manage at times. Participation without follow-through can weaken trust. People may feel like they gave time, vulnerability, and expertise, but nothing changed and nothing was acknowledged.
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Facilitator: Ana Sofia Barrows (she/her), Director, Accessibility and Inclusion
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Leading across differences
Now we move into the main focus of Session 2: leading across differences.
Leading across differences is where inclusive leadership becomes visible in daily work.
Differences show up across disability, culture, identity, role, communication style, power, lived experience, access to information, and proximity to decision-making.
As leaders, we shape whether those differences are valued through how we design work, communicate expectations, facilitate meetings, make decisions, and respond to feedback.
So the practical question is: how do we design work so people can participate meaningfully?



[bookmark: _Toc243923460]What shapes participation and voice?
Participation is shaped by more than whether someone was invited.
It is shaped by power dynamics, informal norms, time pressure, meeting structures, communication practices, and access to information.
It is also shaped by “the way things are usually done,” which can be very powerful because it often goes unnamed.
Inclusive leadership asks us to slow down and notice who can participate, who is heard, and who actually shapes the outcome.
This is where Session 1 connects directly to Session 2. Participation, accountability, and cultural humility become real through everyday leadership choices.
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Accountability is often treated as blame.
But accountability, especially in leadership, is not only about finding who is at fault. It is about understanding what happened, what impact it had, what role we played, what needs to be repaired or clarified, and what action is needed next.
This is very relevant to inclusive leadership because mistakes will happen. Gaps will happen. Barriers will be missed. A comment may land badly. A process may exclude someone. A decision may affect people differently than intended.
The question is not: how do we make sure we never get feedback?
The question is: how do we build enough trust, humility, and accountability that feedback can lead to learning and change?
[bookmark: _Toc243923462]Accountability ladder (1)
I first came across this framework in a recent leadership training.
The accountability ladder describes common reactions leaders may move through when an issue comes to their attention:
I didn’t know.
I blamed or minimized.
I made excuses.
I waited and hoped it would resolve itself.
I acknowledged what was happening.
I owned my role.
I looked for a solution.
I acted…and followed through!
[bookmark: _Toc243923463]Accountability ladder (2)
At first, we may not know there is an issue. Once we know, we may still move through very human reactions: blaming, minimizing, making excuses, or waiting and hoping the problem quietly evaporates. That reaction is human. Most of us have had moments when our first internal response wasn’t exactly graceful.
Our goal is not shame…our goal should always be movement:
Can we move from “I did not know” to “I understand something needs attention”?
Can we move from defensiveness to ownership?
Can we move from ownership to solution?
And can we move from solution to visible follow-through?
That is the inclusive leadership move.
[bookmark: _Toc243923464]Leaders are not neutral bystanders
A key idea here is that leaders are not neutral bystanders. This connects to relational follow-through: accountability is what we do after feedback, and what we do in the moment when accessibility, inclusion, or belonging are affected.
One line I often come back to is from Professor Nouman Ashraf: “Nobody is a passive recipient of organizational culture…because the behaviour we walk by is the culture we enable.”
Leaders shape culture through what they notice, name, ignore, interrupt, reward, repair, and allow to continue.
If a harmful comment happens and no one responds, people learn something. If accessibility needs are treated as inconvenient, people learn something.
Upstander leadership reminds us that small actions matter: a pause, a clarifying question, a redirect, or a follow-up afterward.
Small actions change the signal. Over time, those signals become culture.
[bookmark: _Toc243923465]Upstander vs bystander intervention
An upstander is someone who notices bias, inaccessibility, exclusion or disrespect and chooses to act. That is the shift from bystander to upstander. A bystander may see something happening and stay silent or unsure. An upstander recognizes that silence also communicates something, especially in leadership.
This does not mean every response needs to be big or confrontational. Often, the most effective response is calm, curious, and clear.
For leaders, upstander behaviour might sound like: “Can we pause there?” or “Can you say more about what you meant?” or “I want to make sure we come back to the concern that was raised.”
It might also mean redirecting attention back to someone who was interrupted, checking in afterward, or following up when something needs repair.
Upstander leadership is not about moral heroics. It is about taking responsibility for the culture we are helping create.
[bookmark: _Toc243923466]Practical language for everyday moments
Here are some practical phrases.
You do not need to use these exact words. The goal is to have language ready:
“Let’s pause there.”
“I want to check the impact of that.”
“Can we make space for the person who was speaking?”
“I want to bring us back to the concern that was raised.”
“I do not want us to move past that too quickly.”
“Let’s clarify what we mean before we continue.”
“I will follow up after this conversation.”
These are small phrases, but they create intervention or interruption points. They slow us down. They make space for understanding. And they signal that inclusion is not just a value statement; it is something we practice in real time.

[bookmark: _Toc243923467]Accessibility and inclusion as everyday leadership
Accessibility and inclusion is about how organizations plan, communicate, design, share information, facilitate It is about how organizations plan, communicate, design, share information, facilitate meetings, make decisions, and follow through.
To help make this more practical, we are introducing the Accessibility and Inclusion Competencies Framework.
This is a new tool developed through:
Research and evidence review 
Co-design and lived experience input 
Work with the research team 
Contributions from the Accessibility Task Force 
Practical learning from accessibility work across systems, roles, and teams 
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The framework includes five domains and four developmental levels. The domains describe where accessibility capability shows up. The levels describe how competency deepens over time.
Five domains
	Domain
	Focus
	Guiding question

	1. Co-design and lived experience partnership
	Inclusion of lived experience as expertise in decision-making processes.
	How do we work in partnership with people with lived experience of disability to shape decisions that affect accessibility outcomes?

	2. Born-accessible design
	Proactive integration of accessibility considerations into planning and design processes.
	How do we design processes, systems, and environments that reduce the need for individuals to request access after barriers are created?

	3. Inclusive communication, engagement, and participation environments
	Conditions supporting equitable participation across physical, digital, and hybrid contexts.
	How do we create conditions that support equitable participation across diverse ways of communicating, sensing, and interacting?


	4. Digital and information accessibility
	Accessibility of digital systems, information environments, and emerging technologies.
	How do digital systems shape who can access, interpret, and use information?

	5. Organizational accessibility and accountability
	Governance structures supporting sustained accessibility practice.
	How do organizational structures distribute responsibility for accessibility and support accountability over time?




Four developmental levels
	Level
	Description
	General expression

	1. Foundational awareness
	Baseline understanding of accessibility concepts and relevance to role.
	Recognizes accessibility considerations, understands common barriers, and demonstrates awareness of lived experience and participation needs.

	2. Working practice
	Application of accessibility considerations within routine tasks and interactions.
	Applies inclusive practices within day-to-day work and considers accessibility when communicating, planning, creating, selecting tools, or engaging others.

	3. Applied integration
	Integration of accessibility considerations across projects, workflows, or teams.
	Builds accessibility into planning, collaboration, procurement, governance, and team-level decision-making.

	4. Strategic leadership
	Shaping organizational conditions supporting accessibility capability over time.
	Influences governance, resources, standards, expectations, and continuous improvement processes.
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How leaders can implement the framework
Leaders can use the framework:
At the start of a project 
When planning meetings or engagement 
When creating documents or training 
When choosing tools or platforms 
When reviewing team practices 
When responding to feedback 
When setting expectations for roles and responsibilities 
When deciding what needs specialist support 
A simple practice:
Pause. Ask the five domain questions. Adjust early. Follow through.
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