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Always talk to the 
person – find out 
what they have 
difficulties doing. 

Focus on removing  
barriers, not on a  
person's disability 
or condition. 

Do not make 
assumptions on 
what a person can 
or cannot do.  

Different people  
need different types 
of adjustments, even  
when they have  
similar conditions.  

Be flexible - focus 
on what needs to 
be achieved, not on  
how to achieve it.  

Implement adjustments 
as early as possible in  
the recruitment process.  

Regularly review 
adjustments  
in place. 

Ensure that colleagues 
who have adjustments 
in place have access 
to the same career 
opportunities. 

Making adjustments – 
top tips
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Introduction

This guide is for line managers – 
that’s anyone who has direct 
managerial responsibility for one 
person, a team or a department.
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This guide helps you to manage colleagues who may have a 
disability or long-term condition by: 

çç Identifying who needs an adjustment. 

çç Identifying how work can be done differently.

çç Maximising the potential of your disabled and non-disabled staff 
who may also benefit from the changes made. 

çç Deciding if an adjustment is reasonable. 

çç Treating your colleagues with disabilities fairly. 

çç Making sure you meet legal requirements in your country. 

çç Knowing where to go for more help and advice. 

As a line manager you have a vital role to play in enabling your 
team to work to the best of their ability. 

It is your job to ensure that the staff you manage meet their 
objectives and performance targets. You are responsible for 
creating an open and supportive environment at work where 
employees can talk about any problems they have with their  
work and seek help early. This is particularly important when  
you are managing employees with a disability. In many countries, 
making these changes or making reasonable ‘adjustments’  
or ‘accommodations’ is a legal requirement.
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Language
In this guide, we use the term ‘disabilities’ in the sense of the  
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UN CRPD) ratified by over 175 countries. The UN CRPD Article 1 
provides a definition for ‘persons with disabilities’: 

“Persons with disabilities include those who have  
long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory 
impairments which in interaction with various barriers 
may hinder their full and effective participation in society 
on an equal basis with others.”

In practice, this could include people with a wide range of 
impairments or long term conditions such as dyslexia, cancer or 
diabetes to name just a few. If in doubt, use the language that  
the person uses to describe themselves. Focus on the person,  
not the disability.

[1]  Web: Access the full CRPD online

Focus on the person, 
not the disability.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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Why does it matter  
in my organisation?
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I don’t think I have anyone with disabilities 
working for me
Under the United Nations CRPD the term ‘disability’ is so wide that 
people you might not personally regard as having a disability are 
covered [2]. This includes, for example, people with diabetes, 
asthma, dyslexia, back problems and mental health conditions  
like depression or people who have cancer, multiple sclerosis (MS) 
and HIV. Many disabilities may not be visible to others and the 
impact of the disability or condition may not be noticeable on a 
day-to-day basis.

Learning how to make adjustments and manage employees with a 
disability is all part of being a good manager. You should not think 
about managing employees with a disability as separate to your 
duties as a manager as a whole – good managers know how to 
manage difference to get the best from all members of their team. 

People with disabilities work in all types of jobs

Remember that many people with disabilities will not tell you  
that they have a disability, either because they don’t think of 
themselves as disabled or because they are worried about possible 
repercussions of sharing this information with you. The more you 
are known to be a fair and reasonable manager, the more likely 
people working for you will tell you about their disabilities or  
long-term conditions because they know that you will make 
adjustments when they need them.

[2] UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: “Persons with 
disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or 
sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder 
their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis  
with others.”

http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
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Why do I need to treat people with 
disabilities differently from everyone else? 
The way society and workplaces are organised presents barriers to 
some people with disabilities and place them at a disadvantage.

This means employers need to remove these barriers and ensure 
that people with disabilities have the same opportunities as 
colleagues without disabilities. You may have heard that treating 
everybody equally means treating them the same. However, 
because of the disadvantages people with disabilities face, 
employers may need to do things differently to enable them to 
work effectively and productively, i.e. they need to treat people 
with disabilities differently to treat them fairly. This is the essence of 
making an adjustment. 

Barriers can be physical, for example, a set of stairs or a written 
document. They can also be found in policies or practices  
common to the workplace e.g. fixed working hours or locations, 
performance management policies or expected ways  
of communicating. 

Adjustments (in some countries referred to as ‘accommodations’) 
remove or reduce the effect of these barriers. For the examples 
given above, adjustments might be providing a ramp as an 
alternative to stairs, an audio version of the document – or software 
to read it aloud. Working hours and locations can be made flexible, 
and managers can agree different ways to communicate with their 
employees e.g. over the phone, via email, face-to-face or in writing. 
These are small changes that can remove barriers that stop 
someone from doing their job and can support good performance.



Content has been removed 
for sample purposes. Pages 
11 to 23 are available in the 
full booklet.



Business Disability Forum is committed to ensuring that 
all its products and services are as accessible as 
possible to everyone. If you wish to discuss anything 
with regard to accessibility, please contact us.

Company limited by guarantee with charitable objects. 
Registered Charity No: 1018463. 
Registered in England No: 2603700.

Business Disability Forum 
Nutmeg House 
60 Gainsford Street 
London 
SE1 2NY

Tel: +44-(0)20-7403-3020 
Fax: +44-(0)20-7403-0404 
Email: enquiries@businessdisabilityforum.org.uk

Web: businessdisabilityforum.org.uk

Contact us

mailto:enquiries%40businessdisabilityforum.org.uk?subject=
http://www.businessdisabilityforum.org.uk
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	Introduction
	Introduction
	This guide is for line managers – that’s anyone who has direct managerial responsibility for one person, a team or a department.
	This guide helps you to manage colleagues who may have a disability or long-term condition by: 
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Identifying who needs an adjustment. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Identifying how work can be done differently.

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Maximising the potential of your disabled and non-disabled staff who may also benefit from the changes made. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Deciding if an adjustment is reasonable. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Treating your colleagues with disabilities fairly. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Making sure you meet legal requirements in your country. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Knowing where to go for more help and advice. 


	As a line manager you have a vital role to play in enabling your team to work to the best of their ability. 
	It is your job to ensure that the staff you manage meet their objectives and performance targets. You are responsible for creating an open and supportive environment at work where employees can talk about any problems they have with their work and seek help early. This is particularly important when you are managing employees with a disability. In many countries, making these changes or making reasonable ‘adjustments’ or ‘accommodations’ is a legal requirement.
	 
	 
	 

	Language
	In this guide, we use the term ‘disabilities’ in the sense of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) ratified by over 175 countries. The UN CRPD Article 1 provides a definition for ‘persons with disabilities’: 
	 

	“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.”
	 

	In practice, this could include people with a wide range of impairments or long term conditions such as dyslexia, cancer or diabetes to name just a few. If in doubt, use the language that the person uses to describe themselves. Focus on the person, not the disability.
	 
	 


	Why does it matter in my organisation?
	Why does it matter in my organisation?
	 

	I don’t think I have anyone with disabilities working for me
	Under the United Nations CRPD the term ‘disability’ is so wide that people you might not personally regard as having a disability are covered [2]. This includes, for example, people with diabetes, asthma, dyslexia, back problems and mental health conditions like depression or people who have cancer, multiple sclerosis (MS) and HIV. Many disabilities may not be visible to others and the impact of the disability or condition may not be noticeable on a day-to-day basis.
	[2] 
	[2] 
	UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: “Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.”
	 



	 

	Learning how to make adjustments and manage employees with a disability is all part of being a good manager. You should not think about managing employees with a disability as separate to your duties as a manager as a whole – good managers know how to manage difference to get the best from all members of their team. 
	People with disabilities work in all types of jobs
	Remember that many people with disabilities will not tell you that they have a disability, either because they don’t think of themselves as disabled or because they are worried about possible repercussions of sharing this information with you. The more you are known to be a fair and reasonable manager, the more likely people working for you will tell you about their disabilities or long-term conditions because they know that you will make adjustments when they need them.
	 
	 

	Why do I need to treat people with disabilities differently from everyone else? 
	The way society and workplaces are organised presents barriers to some people with disabilities and place them at a disadvantage.
	This means employers need to remove these barriers and ensure that people with disabilities have the same opportunities as colleagues without disabilities. You may have heard that treating everybody equally means treating them the same. However, because of the disadvantages people with disabilities face, employers may need to do things differently to enable them to work effectively and productively, i.e. they need to treat people with disabilities differently to treat them fairly. This is the essence of mak
	Barriers can be physical, for example, a set of stairs or a written document. They can also be found in policies or practices common to the workplace e.g. fixed working hours or locations, performance management policies or expected ways of communicating. 
	 
	 

	Adjustments (in some countries referred to as ‘accommodations’) remove or reduce the effect of these barriers. For the examples given above, adjustments might be providing a ramp as an alternative to stairs, an audio version of the document – or software to read it aloud. Working hours and locations can be made flexible, and managers can agree different ways to communicate with their employees e.g. over the phone, via email, face-to-face or in writing. These are small changes that can remove barriers that s
	How will I know whether someone requires an adjustment? 
	Although some people will tell you that they have a disability, many will not because: 
	 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	They don’t think of themselves as disabled. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	They don’t think they need any adjustments. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Although they are unwell they don’t yet know why (not yet diagnosed). 
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	They have a diagnosis but are not yet feeling any impact/feeling unwell.
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	They are worried about how you or the organisation might react and that they will either not get the job (in a recruitment scenario) or lose their job. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	They fear harassment or bullying. 


	You should make adjustments for people you know are disabled or you think might be disabled if they are having problems doing their work because of their disability. 
	As a manager you should be looking out for signs that someone might have a disability that is impacting on their job. Bear in mind that these signs might be linked to a disability that the person may or may not know about yet. Look for changes in behaviour, appearance, routines, performance or attendance.
	For example, an employee: 
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Who works excessive hours or committing to an unrealistic number of projects. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Who appears withdrawn, distracted or in pain. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Who becomes uncharacteristically expressive, talkative or sociable. 
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Who exhibits unusual attendance patterns, such as taking regular sick days or booking frequent time off as annual leave. 


	The key here is to identify changes in an employee’s usual behaviour, appearance, routines, performance or attendance.
	Don’t focus on identifying if someone meets the UN CRPD definition of disability or the legal definition in your country (if there is one). If a member of your team is having problems at work, talk to them, try to find out what would help and make any changes you reasonably can to help them do their job. 
	 

	As you can’t always be sure whether someone is disabled or not, it is best practice to make adjustments for anyone who needs them. This way you will have done all you can to help someone work to the best of their ability and may mean you recruit and keep the most talented people for your organisation.
	 


	Business Disability Forum is committed to ensuring that 
	Business Disability Forum is committed to ensuring that 
	Business Disability Forum is committed to ensuring that 
	all its products and services are as accessible as 
	possible to everyone. If you wish to discuss anything 
	with regard to accessibility, please contact us.

	Company limited by guarantee with charitable objects. 
	Company limited by guarantee with charitable objects. 
	Registered Charity No: 1018463.
	 
	Registered in England No: 2603700.


	Business Disability ForumNutmeg House60 Gainsford StreetLondonSE1 2NY
	Business Disability ForumNutmeg House60 Gainsford StreetLondonSE1 2NY
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Tel: +44-(0)20-7403-3020Fax: +44-(0)20-7403-0404Email: 
	 
	 
	enquiries@businessdisabilityforum.org.uk

	Web: 
	businessdisabilityforum.org.uk


	Contact us
	Contact us

	[1]  
	[1]  
	Web: Access the full CRPD online
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	How to make adjustments
	How to make adjustments
	You will have the skills, knowledge and authority to implement some adjustments yourself but for others you may need to call on your colleagues or external organisations for help.
	If your organisation has an adjustments policy or process, then you should follow this. The place to start is always with the person needing the adjustment. Talk to them to find out exactly what difficulties they might have in relation to their work. 
	Sometimes the person will be able to suggest a solution themselves, but don’t expect every person to be an expert either on their own disability or on the adjustments that can be made. Remember that they might have just been diagnosed and are learning to manage the effects of their disability and neither you nor they may be aware of adjustments that are possible in your workplace.
	Types of adjustments 
	Adjustments you might need to make could include: 
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Obtaining different equipment e.g. voice activated software, an adapted keyboard or mouse or a new chair. 
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Being flexible and changing working arrangements e.g. allowing someone to change the hours they work or to work from home. 
	 
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Changing the working environment e.g. making a door easier to open, providing natural daylight bulbs or changing the height of shelves. 
	 
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Moving someone to a more suitable job when a vacancy arises if no adjustments will enable them to do their existing job. 
	 


	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Changing attitudes e.g. working with the employees with a disability to help them communicate any information they want to with others in the team. 


	These are just examples of adjustments and not an exhaustive list. 
	Different people need different types of adjustments, even when they have similar impairments. In most cases they will be relatively simple, inexpensive or even free and easily implemented. In some cases, however, it will not be immediately apparent what needs to be done and you will need to speak to other people in your organisation and perhaps obtain advice from experts like workplace assessors, the employee’s doctor, specialist organisations or your organisation’s occupational health adviser. 
	The most important thing is to talk to the employee to find out what they are having difficulty doing. 
	Getting expert advice and assessments organised can take time. Make sure you tell the employee what is happening and how long things are likely to take – especially if they are not able to come into work during this time as otherwise they may feel isolated and abandoned. 
	 
	 

	Most importantly, do not tell anyone else about the employee’s disability or medical condition without their express and preferably written, permission. Very few people need to know the details of an employee’s medical condition – perhaps only the medical adviser. What you and other people really need to know is what the person is having problems doing and how their work conditions can be changed so that these problems can be overcome i.e. what adjustments are needed. Confidentiality is essential if you are

	Is it reasonable?
	Is it reasonable?
	It is often necessary to check that adjustments are ‘reasonable’, meaning that they are both effective at enabling the employee with a disability to perform in their role and sustainable for the business. 
	What is considered reasonable may change depending on legal requirements in your country and you should check with your HR team to make sure that you are complying with local law. 
	A good place to start when considering if an adjustment is reasonable is to consider the individual, their job role and their circumstances. An adjustment that is reasonable for one person in a department or organisation might be completely unreasonable for someone else, even in the same organisation. 
	Although this sounds difficult to understand and manage, there are a number of factors that you should consider when deciding if an adjustment is reasonable:
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Cost. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Ease of implementation.

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Effectiveness. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Level of disruption. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Health and safety.

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Internal and external sources of help.


	Often more than one factor will play a part in determining whether an adjustment is reasonable but each one is explored in more detail in the next pages.
	Cost 
	The majority of adjustments are relatively inexpensive if not free, however, deciding if cost is a major factor will depend on the size and resources of your business/organisation. 
	Where there is a cost involved in making an adjustment you need to consider: 
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	How expensive is the adjustment in relation to the resources of the organisation as a whole? As a rule of thumb the more money the organisation has (whether a private company, public sector or charitable) the more reasonable it will be to spend money on an adjustment. You should consider the resources of the organisation and not just your department, branch or office’s budget. Speak to your HR or equality, diversity and inclusion teams about whether there is a central source of funding available. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Will the adjustment benefit other people as well as the person with a disability? For example, providing clear signs and better lighting will benefit visitors to a building as well as an employee with a visual impairment. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Are there other factors that make the cost of the adjustment more reasonable? For example, it may be considered more reasonable to spend money on an adjustment to retain a loyal long-standing employee who has valuable knowledge and experience than for a temporary member of staff. An adjustment is only reasonable, regardless of how much it costs, if it is effective in overcoming the barriers the person with a disability faces. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Finally, don’t forget that in some countries, there may be financial help available from government schemes. Check with your HR department for more information.


	Ease of implementation
	Adjustments will only be reasonable if they are implementable. Many employers will have policies and processes in place to assist you in making an adjustment for an employee. With these processes, implementing adjustments will often be easy and straightforward.
	 
	 

	Adjustments that are easy to implement often seem more reasonable than those that are difficult to implement. However, in some circumstances it may be reasonable for you to implement an adjustment that appears difficult at first. You should think creatively about how you can remove barriers and consider the size of your business and availability of resources in this process. If an adjustment seems difficult to implement you should seek advice from your local HR or colleagues in charge of Diversity in the fi
	Effectiveness 
	An adjustment is only reasonable if it is effective in removing the disadvantage that the person with a disability is facing. You should always ask the person with a disability what they think would help them to do the job, but remember that people with disabilities are not always experts on their own disability. 
	The employee may suggest an adjustment they think will be the least difficult for the employer to implement and the most likely to be made, rather than the most effective one.
	Level of disruption
	The vast majority of adjustments cause no disruption at all as they affect only the way in which the individual works and will have little effect on anyone else. 
	The amount of disruption that an adjustment will cause to the business will affect whether or not the adjustment is reasonable. You should consider if the proposed adjustment will impact your ability to deliver your service to your customers or service users. You should also look at if this adjustment will impact other employees e.g. will their workload be increased to the point where it is unmanageable?
	Health and safety 
	Health and safety legislation will vary from country to country so you should speak with your HR or health and safety colleagues to understand local legal requirements. In practice, few adjustments are genuine health and safety risks, although this can change depending on industry. 
	It is part of your role as a manager to assess and manage risks for all your employees, not just those with disabilities. In every case, you need to take into account the individual circumstances (which in the case of an employee with a disability includes the effect of that disability) and find appropriate solutions. 
	Example: an employee who has epilepsy makes a request to start later in the morning and finish late in the evening as travelling during rush hour can cause them to feel unwell. This would require the employee to be alone in the office for long periods of time in the evening. This could pose a health and safety risk to the employee should they become unwell whilst alone in the office. To be able to implement the adjustment, you could arrange for a member of the front of house team or security guard to check 
	An adjustment will never be reasonable if it poses an unacceptable risk to the health and safety of either the person with a disability or anyone else. However, before you refuse a request for an adjustment on these grounds you must make sure you have all the facts and are not basing your decision on assumptions about what a person with a disability can and cannot do.
	If you are worried that an adjustment might pose a health and safety risk, you need to conduct a thorough risk assessment.
	This will usually mean getting expert advice from:
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	The employee’s doctor or consultant. You must make sure the advice you get is from the doctor who is best able to advise you about the person’s disability; it could be a specialist and not necessarily their general practitioner. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Your own occupational health adviser who should know the workplace and what adjustments are possible. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	An HR manager and your own manager if you need their authority to implement the adjustment. 

	ç
	ç
	ç
	ç

	Other experts as appropriate such as IT or facilities managers, workplace assessors and health and safety officers. 


	Remember that decisions about what is and isn’t reasonable, even when there are health and safety considerations are ultimately management decisions. You should obtain advice from appropriate technical and medical experts, but it is down to the employer to decide whether a risk has been removed or reduced to a level that means the person can carry on doing the job. 
	Employers cannot abdicate responsibility for this decision to health and safety officers, doctors or occupational health advisers. 
	Internal and external sources of help 
	Remember that you do not have to decide what is reasonable alone. There are many sources of help and advice you should call upon both internally and externally. Internally you should speak to your own manager and to HR and occupational health service when necessary. Your organisation may also have diversity and inclusion officers or a disability liaison officer you can ask for help and advice. 
	Externally, there may be local organisations that can provide you with expert advice and information about becoming a disability-smart employer in your country. The International Labour Organisation’s Global Business and Disability Network’s website contains some useful information about requirements and the availability of support in countries all over the world.
	Web: 
	businessanddisability.org
	businessanddisability.org
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	Always talk to the person – find out what they have difficulties doing. Focus on removing  barriers, not on a  person's disability or condition. Do not make assumptions on what a person can or cannot do.  Different people  need different types of adjustments, even  when they have  similar conditions.  Be flexible - focus on what needs to be achieved, not on  how to achieve it.  Implement adjustments as early as possible in  the recruitment process.  Regularly review adjustments  in place. Ensure that collea
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