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Accommodations: 
Types and Costs

A reasonable accommodation is any modifica-
tion or adjustment to a job or the work environ-
ment that enables a qualified applicant or em-
ployee with a disability to apply for a job or to 
perform the essential functions of a particular 
job.  Employers, particularly in today’s challeng-
ing economic environment, are often worried 
that providing an accommodation will be expen-
sive. In fact, the Job Accommodation Network 
(JAN) reports that fifty-six percent of accom-
modations are made with no cost. One-time  
accommodations that did have a cost averaged 
$600.  Additionally, the employers surveyed by 
the JAN reported that making accommodations 
lead to both direct and indirect benefits includ-
ing retention of a qualified employee, increased 
productivity and increased morale. 

Given the low cost of most accommodations, 
many state agencies will find that they are 
able to provide accommodations using existing 
agency resources. However, on occasion sup-
plementary funds may be needed, particularly 
in today’s challenging economic environment.   
The Reasonable Accommodation Capital  
Reserve Account (RACRA) was established 
late in FY2009, creating a reserve account to 
assist an agency that cannot meet the costs 

of providing reasonable accommodations to 
employees with disabilities.  The RACRA was 
funded at $500,000 with one hundred thousand 
dollars available annually in FY2010 through 
FY2014.  In addition to providing financial relief 
to agencies that are successful in hiring and re-
taining employees with disabilities, this fund will 
help determine the long term funding needs for  
reasonable accommodations. The Massachu-
setts Office on Disability and the Massachusetts 
Office of Access and Opportunity administer the 
RACRA. 

While reasonable accommodations can include  
a wide range of modifications to the job or work  
environment, the RACRA is intended to fund 
those accommodations that require capital  
expenses.  Reasonable accommodations eligible  
for funding from the RACRA include acquisi-
tion or modification of equipment, acquisition 
of IT equipment, the reconstruction of an indi-
vidual workspace and/or other capital expenses  
subject to the approval of the Massachusetts 
Office on Disability and the Office of Access and 
Opportunity. 

To be eligible for funds from the RACRA an agency  
must establish either that the cost of the specific  
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reasonable accommodation exceeds $2,500 or 
that the agency has already spent more than 0.5% 
of their annual budget on reasonable accom-
modations for the fiscal year.  If the reasonable  
accommodation meets this standard the agency 
may apply for funds from the RACRA by com-
pleting an eligibility form.  While applications are  
accepted throughout the year, funds are allocated 
on a first come, first served basis.  If a request 
cannot be filled because of a lack of funds the 

agency will be encouraged to reapply in the next  
fiscal year. 

The RACRA is one of a number of initiatives under-
way to support the hiring and retention of employees 
within the Executive Branch of state government.  
Additional information about the RACRA, including an 
application, can be found at www.mass.gov/mod 
and on the left select “State ADA Compliance  
Efforts”. n

A walk past Joan Scribner’s tidy cubicle in the  
Disability and Community Services (DCS Office of 
Human Resources reveals nothing particularly out of 
the ordinary.  Binders and papers are neatly arranged, 
pictures of family members are proudly displayed 
across the shelves.  An application form of some sort, 
information fields filled in by hand, is clipped to a thin 
stand on the desktop awaiting data entry, and a small 
cushion rests in the curve of the seat of the desk 
chair.  Upon closer inspection, there’s 
also a low, black footrest under the desk, 
and a small, beanbag-like wrist rest by 
the computer’s mouse.  It’s a cozy space, 
but with no conspicuous differences be-
tween it and the cubes around it that 
hummed with the usual workday morn-
ing energy.  But a few small tweaks in 
Joan’s workstation – a simple, low-cost, 
reasonable accommodation – made all the difference 
in alleviating the painful cramps she’d begun to expe-
rience in her legs that made days unbearably uncom-
fortable and nights often sleepless, and threatened 
her health and productivity.

Joan has worked for almost six years as a Customer  
Service Representative at DCS, fielding human  
resources questions from staff across all of the state’s 
disability related agencies.  She’d spent many years 
before that in secretarial and administrative positions 
that ingrained in her a detailed attention to good pos-
ture which was the key to avoiding the bodily aches  

often associated with sitting at a desk, typing, for hours 
at a time.  When the pain in her legs began, Joan 
tried to remedy things herself.  A visit to the doctor’s  
office revealed it might be related to circulation.  “We 
weren’t sure it was connected to work, but by process 
of elimination, we realized it was only really happen-
ing Tuesday through Friday.”  Joan tried shifting how 
she sat at work and started to take the arms off of 
chairs.  “I would be squirming all day, uncomfortable, 

trying to find a place that didn’t cause 
pressure.”  But the pain remained, and 
Joan’s ability to work and to focus on 
the task at hand was suffering.  Notic-
ing her discomfort, a coworker insist-
ed, “You need to make a reasonable 
accommodation request.”

At first, Joan was reluctant.  “I was all 
into not spending a lot of money,” she explains.  And 
how complicated would the process be?  Joan’s  
colleague, Lorraine Woodson, Executive Office of 
Health and Human Services’ Office of Diversity and 
Equal Opportunity, persisted.  “She was very persua-
sive,” Joan laughs.  “Every day she would walk by my 
desk and say, ‘We need to do something about this.  
We can do something about this.  You don’t need to 
be in pain.’”  Joan obtained a letter from her doctor, 
and Lorraine contacted an expert at MRC to conduct 
an evaluation and to observe Joan at work, so to sug-
gest some potential accommodations.  They went 
back and forth a little with some of the recommenda-
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tions.  Joan, keenly aware of her posture and habits, 
knew what she didn’t want or wouldn’t use.  Her input 
was always taken into consideration throughout the 
process.  After final recommendations were agreed 
upon, Joan brought them back to her doctor for  
approval – he needed to confirm that none of the sug-
gested accommodations could potentially aggravate 
her condition.  “My doctor was very supportive of the 
process,” she says.

With that, “then it was a matter of sitting down with 
the catalogue and picking” a chair, a cushion, back 
support, mouse rest, a book/document stand and 
a footrest according to the recommendations.  “The 
chair and cushion came soon, and every week some-
thing else came through.”  Within a month’s time, all 
of Joan’s reasonable accommodation had arrived.  
“After everything I’ve benefitted from, it has been the 
copy stand and the cushion the most,” she says.  “But 
no matter the equipment, you still have to remember 
to get up and walk around.”  Joan recommends that 
anyone experiencing pain and considering request-
ing a reasonable accommodation to help alleviate it 

would at the very least benefit from an assessment.  
Even if there’s no change in equipment involved, an 
observation of someone’s posture could be helpful.

The actual items of Joan’s reasonable accommoda-
tion attract very little attention to a passing glance.  
But their addition to her workspace, where they seem 
to blend right in, has allowed Joan to thrive once 
again.  The cramps at night are almost completely 
gone, and Joan’s countenance around the office is 
bright and cheerful.  While a reasonable accommoda-
tion won’t alleviate a disabling condition in most cas-
es, they do offer an employee the ability to function 
at work according to his or her true capabilities and 
potential.  Neither cost nor request process need be 
prohibitive, as Joan’s case demonstrates.  Addition-
ally, the budget of the Commonwealth includes spe-
cial funds to assist state agencies with providing rea-
sonable accommodations to their employees where 
costs may be substantial.  But more often than not, 
stories abound like Joan’s, where little, inexpensive 
adjustments to a small cube in an office make a world 
of improvement. n

Are we making progress?
Figure 1.  The Percentage of Self-Identified Executive Branch 
Employees from March 2007 to December 2010

Figure 2.  The Percentage of Self-Identified Executive Branch 
Management Employees from March 2007 to December 2010

Figure 3.  The Percentage of Self-identified  
Executive Branch Managers and Employees 
by EEO-4 Job Category as of close of 
Quarter 2, FY11

Note:  
Other Positions include Protected Service 
Positions (sworn and non-sworn) and Skilled 
Craft Positions
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As part of its efforts to become a model employer, 
the Commonwealth’s Executive Branch has been 
tracking agencies’ efforts to provide reasonable ac-
commodations to current and potential employees 
with disabilities. Employers often worry that it will 
be very expensive to provide accommodations. In 
fact, according to the Job Accommodation Network 
(JAN), a non-profit organization that provides ac-
commodations information and technical assistance 
to private and public employers and individuals, fifty-
six percent of accommodations are no cost and the  
average cost of a one-time accommodation is $600.  

The Commonwealth has been tracking information 
about the accommodations made using both agency  
funds and funds from the Capital Reserve Account,   

 which was created to provide supplemental fund-
ing for this purpose. Figure 4 shows the types of  
accommodations provided since the Executive  
Branch began tracking this information in late 
2010 through the first quarter of 2011. During this  
period, the most common accommodation in a single  
category provided was Furniture and Equipment, 
which could include items ranging from specialized 
seating to computers. The number of Furniture and 
Equipment accommodations grew from 99 in the last  
quarter of 2010 to 132 in the second quarter of 2011.

Duty modification, which would be a change in tasks 
required as part of the job, was the next most com-
mon accommodation, followed closely by Alternative 
Communication, Telecommunications and Schedule  

Figure 4.  Frequency of Accommodations, by Type

Modification/Leave of Absence. The number of  
accommodations provided in these categories rose 
only slightly during this period. The accommodation 
provided least frequently was architectural access, 

with only four or five such accommodations being 
provided in each quarter. There were also a substan-
tial number of accommodations in the Other category,  
the exact nature of which could not be identified. n

4



Average Cost of Accommodations by Type
The average cost per accommodation was $170. 
Figure 5 shows the average cost of each type 
of accommodation. The most costly accommo-
dations were telecommunications, which cost 
an average $530. At an average cost of $325, 
alternative communication devices, such as 
computers that speak for an individual, were 
followed closely by furniture and equipment, 
which averaged $262, as the next most com-
mon accommodations. “Other” accommoda-
tions were the least expensive.  Accommoda-
tions not listed in Figure 5 did not have any 
reported cost associated with them.

This data is consistent with the Job Accommodation Network’s findings regarding the low cost of accommoda-
tions provided by employers around the country. It demonstrates that providing accommodations is a practical 
and sustainable strategy for hiring and retaining employees with disabilities.  n

Alternative Communication / Format: Modified  
methods of communication with someone due to 
a limitation, such as the use of Braille instead of 
a printed document for someone who is blind or 
a sign language interpreter instead of speech for 
someone who is deaf. 

Architectural Access: Physical barriers in the 
structure of a building or site that prevent some-
one with limited mobility from moving through 
the site.

Duty Modification: A change in the duties as-
signed or the method of performing those duties.

Furniture and Equipment: Change desks, chairs  
and /or other appliance(s) used by a worker.

Schedule Modification / Leave of Absence: 
Work hours or leave is granted to allow for the 
requested accommodation.

Telecommunications: Modification to computer,  
telephone or other devise used to communicate.

Transportation: Provision of parking, a driver  
or other assistance in going from location to  
location 

Transfer: Assigning a worker to a different avail-
able position.

Other: Any reasonable accommodation that is 
not included above. 

Type of Accommodation Average Cost  
of Accommodation

Telecommunications (n=104 $530

Alternative Communication (n=117) $325

Furniture and Equipment (n=334) $262

Other (n=471) $94

Average Cost (n=1319) $170

Figure 5. 

Explanations to the Key Accommodation 
Description Codes:

We are
shaping an inclusive workforce.
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