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This report provides a review of our first year of implementation of the Strategic Plan to 
make Massachusetts a Model Employer for Persons with Disabilities.  The goal of this 
report is to provide an overview of the successes achieved during Phase I of 
implementation and to share the vision for Phase II of the project.  
 
Executive Summary 
The Commonwealth has a proud history of promoting the well-being of and opportunity 
for its workers, including assuring strong anti-discrimination protections and supporting 
opportunities for skill development and advancement.  Within his first thirty days in 
office, Governor Patrick’s issuance of Executive Order 478 recommitted the 
Commonwealth to continued improvement in the recruitment and retention of under-
represented groups of people in the workforce, including people with disabilities.  The 
best available data suggests that 10.4% of the Massachusetts workforce is people with 
disabilities; and that number is expected to grow, given both the aging of the workforce 
and increased survival rates of people with disabilities. If the Commonwealth were 
employing people with disabilities consistent with the composition of the labor force, it 
would employ approximately 4,800 people with disabilities. 
 
Addressing the significant under-employment of people with disabilities and responding 
to the needs of older workers who age into disability is a priority within Governor 
Patrick’s economic development and jobs creation goals for the state; establishing the 
Commonwealth as a model employer of people with disabilities is an important step 
toward achieving that objective.  This document provides a roadmap for change in the 
Executive Branch by setting forth a strategic plan addressing three over-arching goals: 
 

 Seek to increase the number of people with disabilities employed within the 
Executive Branch; 

 Explore methods to ensure the successful retention and promotion of state 
workers with disabilities and older workers who age into disability; 

 Foster an environment and a workforce able to support and facilitate the 
employment of people with disabilities. 

 
These goals will be realized through more than 25 objectives that were developed 
through the work of the Massachusetts Taskforce on Employment for People with 
Disabilities (“Taskforce”).  Most efforts build upon existing human resource and talent 
management practices; some require innovation and the development of new 
procedures.  All offer benefits to those current workers who are or may become 
disabled and to new workers with disabilities who will enter state employment. 
 
Core to the success of this endeavor are: 
 

 The ongoing commitment of senior leadership throughout the Executive Branch,  
 An appreciation of disability as a challenge across the lifespan, and  
 A realization that workers, including older workers with disabilities, are 

productive members of the Commonwealth’s workforce. 
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The key to any successful program is to lay a solid foundation upon which to build.  To 
connect the report to our workforce and make it relevant to their work lives, the 
Taskforce conducted several focus groups with our key stakeholders: employees, 
hiring managers and ADA Coordinators.  It also conducted literature reviews to gain a 
better understanding of best practices in the private sector, public sector and amongst 
non-profit organizations. Finally it surveyed executive branch agencies to understand 
the way in which those agencies recruited for intern positions. The information gleaned 
was invaluable and greatly informed the Taskforce’s thinking and shaping of the 
various components of the strategic plan and first year activities.   
 
 
Goals and Objectives 

1. Seek to increase the number of people with disabilities employed by the 
Executive Branch 

Increasing the representation of persons with disabilities in the Executive Branch has 
been one of the primary goals over this past year.  The Taskforce determined that in 
order to achieve this goal it would require building a level of trust between employees 
and employers, as well as creating a welcoming work environment.  
 
Early on it was observed that the Executive Branch has far more employees with 
disabilities than its data reflected. Several focus groups conducted with three key 
stakeholders (employees, hiring managers and ADA Coordinators) confirmed this 
thinking. Through the focus groups we learned:  
 

 There was a general lack of awareness across all three stakeholder groups of 
any systematic recruitment, hiring and promotion of employees with disabilities.  

 There was a lack of understanding as to the difference between  
o “Self-identification” (a federally mandated process), and  
o General disclosures about one’s disability (“self disclosure”), and  
o Requests for “reasonable accommodation” (under the Americans with 

Disabilities Act).  
 
The information gleaned through the focus groups helped to inform the Taskforce’s 
thinking around: 
 

 Encouraging and supporting employees to self-identify, which would result in a 
more accurate picture of the number of person with disabilities in the Executive 
Branch workforce;   

 Creating a viable internship program as a means of exposing the Executive 
Branch’s managers to persons with disabilities while also building the skills of 
individuals with disabilities; and  

 Re-iterating through our hiring processes the necessity of conducting targeted 
and broad outreach campaigns to enhance the diversity of the applicant pool.  
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The first challenge was making the distinction between self-identification and self-
disclosure while helping employees understand the importance and benefits of self-
identification.  One of the most important benefits is to inform the employer of the actual 
diversity of its workforce and thereby enable the employer to build its work environment 
accordingly.  
 
This was accomplished through a series of informational sessions held across the 
Commonwealth, where employees, managers and ADA Coordinators could engage in 
dialogue with members of the Taskforce and raise questions and or concerns they had 
about the process of self-identification.  
 
The Taskforce developed a marketing campaign, including printed materials that 
answered frequently asked questions regarding the process of self-identification.  A 
policy was implemented whereby a quarterly flyer is now sent to remind ADA 
Coordinators to enter data about self-identified employees and any reasonable 
accommodations in our secure database. 
 
The self-identification marketing campaign focused on the design and placement of 
Campaign posters and banners in the lobby of every Executive Branch agency and in 
state buildings.  
 
 

 
 
 
The Campaign raised awareness of various types of disability groups in the workplace 
and gave a better understanding of disclosure of a disability and the “self-identification” 
process.  An overall increase in the number of employees who have self-identified as 
employees with a disability has resulted. At the start of the Campaign, there were 1,096 
(2.4%) employees who had self-identified as persons with disabilities as of close of 
FY09 (June 2009). As of June 2010, 1,183 or 2.6% employees had self-identified as 
persons with a disability in the Executive Branch.  During and post the Campaign, an 
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additional 73 employees self-identified as persons with a disability; this will be a 
baseline for future campaigns as we build and grow. 
 
Current data reveals: 

 Executive Branch agencies employ 1,183 employees with disabilities who have 
formally self-identified through the process. 

 There are 3,882 managers1 in the Executive Branch; 3.5% are persons with 
disabilities.   

 Of these 1,183 employees, 6 or more hold executive level administrative 
positions.2 

 Number of self-identified employees has risen from 1,096 (2.4%) in June 2009 to 
1,183 (2.6%) in June 2010.  

 
In Phase II of the Model Employer, the Commonwealth will continue its efforts to 
increase awareness around self-identification and self-disclosure.   

2. Seek to create a viable internship program that focuses on opportunities 
for people with disabilities.  

 
From the beginning of the Model Employer Initiative, the Commonwealth understood 
that internships provided key benefits to individuals with disabilities and the 
Commonwealth.  

 Internship opportunities play a key role for those with a disability preparing for the 
workforce to identify their strengths and abilities and establishing where these 
skills may contribute to the workforce as a wage earner.   

 Internships provide a chance for an individual with a disability to build his/her 
resume and develop important work skills.  

 Internships are a chance for state agency managers and co-workers to increase 
their awareness and consciousness around workers with disabilities -- an 
important step in breaking down misconceptions about workers with disabilities.  

 
Summer 2009 Internship Program: The summer of 2009 was an opportunity to create a 
limited internship program for interns with disabilities.  With the availability of ARRA 
(American Recovery Reinvestment Act) funds, twelve interns were successfully placed 
in state agencies, including the Governor’s Office, the Office of Access and Opportunity, 
the Office on Disability and the Office of Diversity and Equal Opportunity.  
 
To support the interns and provide them with a sense of connection among themselves, 
weekly networking luncheons, with agency heads as guest speakers discussing career 
and employment opportunities within Massachusetts state government were 
established.  
 

                                                 
1  Managers refers to Classified M1-M12 positions 
2 Executive level administrative positions are defined as Secretary or Commissioner level positions. 
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This first summer of the internship program provided important information about 
effective ways to organize future internship programs.  That experience informed 
policies and protocols decisions about what would be most effective for the vocational 
rehabilitation (VR) agencies which were the source of the interns, as well as guidance to 
the agencies where the interns were placed.  
 
Summer 2010 Internship Program: Building upon the 2009 internship program, the 
program expanded numerically and geographically.  The number of internships paid 
with ARRA money doubled from ten to twenty, with an overall total of twenty-six interns 
located in the Springfield, Worcester, and Boston areas.  Organizers were able to do a 
more precise matching of skill levels of the interns with the employment needs of the 
agencies, and provide support throughout the internship. To create a more cohesive 
structure, guidelines for the Vocational Rehabilitation agencies and handbooks for 
supervisors of the interns are being created. 
 
Lastly, in addition to and beyond the work of the internship programs, the 
Commonwealth is working to have the Vocational Rehabilitation agencies (the 
Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission and the Commission for the Blind) 
connected to the state as reliable and substantial sources of qualified workers with 
disabilities for state government. Fostering these important relationships will be key to 
an ever larger number of young people with disabilities becoming employees of the 
Commonwealth.   
 

3. Explore methods to ensure the successful retention and promotion of 
state workers with disabilities and older workers who age into disability 

 
Successful retention of workers who have disabilities depends upon many work 
environment and practice considerations. Achieving this goal is dependent upon 
educating our workforce on disability issues in general; and in particular to educating 
our managers, ADA Coordinators, and employees on protocols for requesting and 
providing reasonable accommodations.  Lastly, review and expansion of human 
resource management strategies to support the retention and appropriate promotion of 
employees with disabilities must be considered.  
 
Fiscal Year 2010 was a particularly difficult year with the economic crisis, and the 
Commonwealth’s need to reduce its workforce overall by a net of 2,600 employees.  
 
A total of ninety-four persons with disabilities terminated their employment with the 
Commonwealth, which translates to an 8.25% turnover rate.  Of the ninety-four, eighty3 
were voluntary and fourteen4 were involuntary. The Executive Branch took a hard 
stance to ensure that the diversity attained in this particular workforce demographic was 
not lost.  

                                                 
3 7.02% of all terminations 
4 1.23% of all terminations 
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In spite of the reductions in force, the Commonwealth has maintained its core 
population of persons with disabilities and has actually made gains in the number of 
persons with disabilities represented in the Executive Branch workforce.  Since the start 
of the Model Employer initiative through fiscal year end, 1.4% of the Executive Branch’s 
hires are persons who have self-identified as having a disability, while 4.1 % of 
promotions this past fiscal year went to persons with disabilities.  The Executive 
Branch’s ability to hire, retain and promote this workforce demographic demonstrates 
the Commonwealth’s commitment to the Model Employer Initiative.  
 

4. Explore methods to ensure more costly accommodations can be 
provided.  

 
The Americans with Disabilities Act and various other federal and state laws require that 
qualified employees with disabilities be provided with reasonable accommodations, 
designed to enable them to do their work effectively. It is generally recognized that most 
of these accommodations cost employers little or nothing. Workplace Accommodations: 
Low Cost, High Impact http://askjan.org/media/LowCostHighImpact.doc 
 
 In general, ADA Coordinators and hiring mangers agree that in many instances, 
agencies have the capacity to provide basic reasonable accommodations by way of 
alterations to the physical work place and the provision of needed equipment.  However; 
providing other types of accommodations may be challenging due to deficient funding 
and understanding the complexities involved.  

 
In order to address the deficiency around availability of funding resources, the Office of 
Access and Opportunity in conjunction with the Executive Office of Administration and 
Finance created the Reasonable Accommodation Capital Reserve Account (RACRA).  
Administered by the Office on Disability, this centralized account is intended to 
supplement agency resources to respond to reasonable accommodation requests and 
to provide a vehicle for ensuring technical assistance is available to the agencies.   
 
Fiscal Year 2010 was the fund’s inaugural year.  Six agencies completed requests for 
the $100,000 in RACRA funds available in FY 2010.  All involved access to 
modifications to agency technology.  Four agency requests were funded in full.  The last 
agency funded received a partial award as the fund’s remaining resources were 
insufficient to fulfill the entire need.  That agency has been invited to reapply in FY-
2011.  The final applicant agency, was not funded as the annual allocation had been 
exhausted.  That agency was also encouraged to apply in early FY2011.  Grants 
ranging from $4,700 to $58,000 served 78 employees with disabilities, for an average 
cost of $1,282 per employee. 
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5. Foster an environment and a workforce able to support and facilitate the 
employment of people with disabilities. 

 
Central to the successful recruitment and retention of employees with disabilities is the 
assurance of a welcoming, supportive work environment. The way to create this 
welcoming and supportive work environment is through increasing the knowledge and 
awareness of all Executive Branch employees regarding disability issues.  
The process of increasing knowledge was initiated through the development of a series 
of Frequently Asked Questions which were used during the self-identification marketing 
campaign discussed in section 1, above.  Secondly, through informational sessions, the 
Commonwealth continued to build on the foundation.  Most recently, the 
Commonwealth has launched Dialogue, a newsletter intended to provide education to 
all employees around disability and to continually foster an inclusive workplace.  
 
The inaugural issue was published in the spring of 2010 and distributed electronically to 
the entire executive branch, approximately 45,000 employees. Copies of the newsletter 
were available in alternate formats. The issue contained a message from the Governor; 
he reiterated our common commitment to improve the recruitment and retention of 
individuals with disabilities. Paul Dietl, Chief Human Resources Officer of the 
Commonwealth and Myra Berloff, Director, Massachusetts Office in Disability were also 
featured and spoke from their respective vantage points on their commitment to make 
Massachusetts a Model Employer of Persons with Disabilities. 
 
Dialogue is intended to be a quarterly publication and will be distributed to all Executive 
Branch employees. The Commonwealth will provide key feature stories on initiatives 
within the Executive Branch that advance the Commonwealth as a Model Employer. 
The next issue is planned to be published in August.  
 

6. Foster inclusion through mandatory training sessions for all 
Commonwealth employees. 

 
The final initiative begun in this first year will be the development of the second tier of 
diversity training, Disability Awareness, which will be a mandatory training developed 
for our three key stakeholder groups (employees, managers and ADA Coordinators).  
The purpose of this training is to provide education about working with people that have 
disabilities. Culture Coach International has been retained to work on this project, with 
e-learning and classroom modules expected to be delivered starting in the fall of 2010. 
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