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A Trillion-Dollar Market

It is the largest minority group in the United States and the only one that you
could join today—if you are not already a member.

People with disabilities constitute 20 percent of the American population.
They are members of every economic, cultural, ethnic, racial, and religious
subgroup. They are found throughout our society, in every occupation, role,
and age category. Approximately 29 percent of American households include
one or more persons with a disability, and more than half the population has a
close personal relationship with someone who is disabled. Little though we
may want to think about it, we are all just one accident or one medical “inci-
dent” away from a disability. That fact is driven home by the term that some
in the disability community have for those without disabilities: “TAB,” for
“temporarily able-bodied.”

Yet for all its prominence, the subject of disability is little understood by
most of us—what it is, what it is not, what we can and ought to do about it.

For businesses, the implications are enormous. First of all, any business
hoping to compete in the modern marketplace knows that it must understand
its customers, their needs and interests. The economic clout of this market sub-
population is enormous and little understood. The preferences of its members
for products and services are extensive and speci¤c, and their loyalties to those
who understand them are ¤erce. Reach them successfully and the bene¤ts are
enormous; ignore them, or worse yet offend them, and you do so at your peril.

Second, any employer of any size knows that the issue of employing people
with disabilities is inescapable. Even an employer that successfully ¶outs anti-
discrimination laws and never hires an individual with a disability will inevitably
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¤nd itself dealing with disability issues, as employees experience accidents and
illnesses and join the nation’s largest minority, even on a temporary basis.
Those who doubt this should consider the number of people who come to work
each day sporting casts and slings, or using crutches and wheelchairs.

Third, employers desperate to utilize all available employee talent cannot
afford to ignore those who have often been called the greatest untapped pool of
talent currently available. Not only is the number of potential workers with dis-
abilities enormous, their employability and job readiness is dramatically im-
proved from what it was only a generation ago.

Finally, those with disabilities are the one minority group each of us is
likely to join at some time in our lives, business executives not excluded.
Seven out of ten workers between the ages of thirty-¤ve and sixty-¤ve will ex-
perience a disability lasting three months or longer during their careers. One in
seven will be disabled for ¤ve years or more (Dietsch 2001). With aging, the
likelihood of disability grows each year. Though disability might not be “our”
issue today, sooner or later it will be. As one advocate has said: “Even if you’re
lucky enough to end your life by just keeling over, on your way down to the
¶oor you will be disabled.”

Definitions

To those with limited familiarity, the subject of disability can seem complex and
convoluted. With the exception of a few conditions—for example, amputation—
disability is a matter of degree, culture, and, to some extent, opinion. A person
who needs eyeglasses only to read or drive will not be termed “visually im-
paired”; a person who has some dif¤culty hearing conversations only in noisy
situations will not be considered “hearing impaired”; but if their abilities con-
tinue to diminish, at some point they can properly be said to have a disability.

Someone who has a moderate physical or mental disability and lives on a
farm in Bird-in-Hand, Pennsylvania, could easily be regarded by neighbors as
typical, although that person might be considered disabled if he or she lived in
Los Angeles. A supervisor might think that one of her employees has a dis-
abling condition, but the employee might strongly disagree.

Standards not only are generally indistinct but can evolve over time or be
formally modi¤ed. When the customary mode of transportation changed from
walking and horseback riding, the cognitive and motor skills required to drive
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an automobile became almost essential for normal daily functioning. Some
people who had the skills required to utilize horse-drawn transportation found
they were unable to handle the demands of the automotive age. Up until the
1960s, psychologists applied the status of mental retardation to those with IQs
below 90. As demands for special education programming for children with
mental retardation increased, psychologists came under great pressure to mod-
ify their de¤nition and reduce the size of the qualifying group. So after much
discussion, they took a vote and lowered the IQ cutoff from 90 to 70. Following
the decisive meeting, a wag is said to have commented: “In one day we have
cured more people of mental retardation than in all previous human history.”

Since disability de¤nitions often in¶uence eligibility for services, protec-
tion, or other societal provisions, the government is usually involved in setting
and modifying standards. With its enormous economic clout, the government’s
de¤nition usually carries the day, although this by no means eliminates de¤ni-
tional disputes, and sometimes even adds to the confusion. In fact, the federal
government has at least a dozen different de¤nitions of disability. An eighteen-
year-old might meet federal criteria for having a disability under special educa-
tion law, but not be disabled according to the criteria of the Selective Services
Administration or Social Security.

One federal agency, the U.S. Bureau of the Census, is the source of most
of the available statistics on the subject. It de¤nes disability as follows:

A person is considered to have a disability if he or she has dif¤culty perform-

ing certain functions (seeing, hearing, talking, walking, climbing stairs and
lifting and carrying), or has dif¤culty performing activities of daily living, or
has dif¤culty with certain social roles (doing school work for children, work-

ing at a job or around the house for adults).

A person who is unable to perform one or more activities, or who uses an as-

sistive device to get around, or who needs assistance from another person to
perform basic activities is considered to have a severe disability. (1997)

Note that this de¤nition establishes some important parameters. It is func-
tional, determining the status of having a disability by its practical implica-
tions, not by arbitrary standards of measurement. By specifying functional
“dif¤culty,” the Census Bureau de¤nition excludes those who, although not
perfect, can easily get through the challenges of daily life using ordinary aids,
such as eyeglasses, automobiles, and volume controls. Also, it distinguishes
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those who need assistance to perform critical activities from people who sim-
ply have dif¤culty doing so. Those requiring assistance are said to have a “se-
vere disability.” This is an important distinction. Of the approximately 54
million Americans who meet the de¤nition of having a disability, only about
one-third to one-half have a severe disability. Finally, note that an individual
could qualify as having a disability and still be in good health—as most people
with disabilities in fact are. Conversely, an individual could be very ill—with,
for example, a digestive disorder or blood disease—but unless that individual
was functionally impaired, he or she would not be said to have a disability.

Of course a functional de¤nition of disability is not the only type possible, nor
is it always the most important from a business perspective. Many other de¤ni-
tions have been criteria- or test-based—such as the IQ cutoff for mental retarda-
tion. For the purposes of protecting people from discrimination because of
disability, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) extended its protections not
only to people who meet the functional criteria referred to above, but also to those
“who have a record of such a disability or are regarded as having a disability.” The
implications of this important difference will be explored in the next chapter.

Types of Disabilities

The various types of disabilities are frequently divided into major categories.
Some systems simply differentiate between physical and mental impairments;

Fig. 1.1. Number of people with disabilities by type (in millions)
Source: Prager (1999)
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others create dozens of different categories. The number of groups identi¤ed is
often determined by the complexity of the discussion involved, and the various
types of categories, like the differing de¤nitions, can make data comparisons
dif¤cult.

Figure 1.1 shows the overall incidence of several types of signi¤cant disabili-
ties using six different categories. In this chart the term “cognitive impairments”
includes those with mental illness, mental retardation, and learning disabilities,
while ¤ve separate categories denote what might otherwise be referred to as
“physical impairments.” Other categories could easily be substituted.

According to this chart, people with mobility impairments constitute the
largest group, followed by those with limited hand use. The smallest group is
made up of those with speech and language impairments—only about 2 million
people.

When category de¤nitions change, the results can look very different. Table
1.1 indicates the wide variation in incidence among selected conditions in a typi-
cal population of 100,000, from the most common (hearing impairment) to the
exceedingly rare (Huntington’s Chorea). Note that hearing impairment placed a

Table 1.1. Estimates of fifteen disabling conditions
(prevalence for 100,000 population)

Source: Disability Statistics Center (1992) and
U.S. Census Bureau (1994)

Hearing Impairment 8,300
Visual Impairment 3,100
Mental Illness 3,000
Diabetes 2,900
Mental Retardation 1,500
Arthritis 1,200
Stroke 500
Epilepsy 500
Parkinson’s Disease 200
Cerebral Palsy 200
Brain Injury 100
Multiple Sclerosis 80
Spinal Injury 45
Muscular Dystrophy 20
Huntington’s Chorea 10
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distant third in incidence according to ¤gure 1.1, but appears far and away the
most common in table 1.1. That is because the ¤gure combines several condi-
tions into the categories cognitive impairments, limited hand use, and mobility
impairments. Clearly, disability statistics can change dramatically according to
the de¤nitions and criteria used.

It is also important to remember that such statistics convey only a “snap-
shot” in time. People go into and out of most of these categories all the time.
They have accidents and are rehabilitated; they incur curable mental or physi-
cal illnesses and receive treatment.

Economic Impact of the Disability Market

Given the extremely large population of those experiencing a disability at any
given time, it is obvious that their economic impact must be great. How great?

According to estimates based on the latest census ¤gures, the total ¤nancial
clout of the 20 percent of Americans who have disabilities reached approxi-
mately one trillion dollars in the year 2001 (Frost 1998), with discretionary
spending approaching 200 billion dollars—more than twice that of teenagers.
As an employee training video produced by Northwest Mortgage Inc., a divi-
sion of Wells Fargo & Co., proclaimed: “Fact: People with disabilities have
money!” (Prager 1999).

Fig. 1.2. Median monthly earnings, by disability status and sex (1994 dollars)
Source: McNeil (1997)
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The combined wealth of those with disabilities is not due simply to their
enormous numbers. Among adults with disabilities between the ages of twenty-
two and sixty-four, more than three-quarters receive no public assistance. In
most disability categories, about 8 percent of those employed hold managerial,
executive, or professional positions—slightly higher than the percentage in the
general population. Disabled students entering college today are as likely to
graduate as their typical peers (McNeil 1997).

Although unemployment among people with severe disabilities ap-
proaches 67 percent, a vast majority of all disabled people between the ages of
twenty-one and sixty-¤ve are employed. In general, af¶uence decreases and un-
employment increases with the severity of disability (see ¤gs. 1.2, 1.3, and 1.4).

Considered as a group, however, disabled people are unquestionably eco-
nomically disadvantaged. The 1998 National Organization on Disability
(NOD)/Louis Harris Survey summarized their situation as follows:

Fully a third (34%) of adults with disabilities lived in a household with an an-

nual income of less than $15,000 in 1997, compared to only about one in
eight (12%) of those without disabilities. This twenty-two percentage point

gap between the percentage of disabled and non-disabled persons living in
very low-income households has remained virtually constant since 1986
(40% of persons with disabilities vs. 18% of the non-disabled in 1994; 51%

and 29%, respectively in 1986).1

Fig. 1.3. Employment rate, by disability severity
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1997), 1
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Transformation of the Disability Market

The economic status of those with disabilities has always lagged behind that of
the rest of society. Though their numbers are enormous and their economic im-
pact immense, in the past they have never been regarded by business as an
“af¶uent” group. That perception is beginning to change, and for good reason.

During the past few decades, several major changes in American society
have begun to transform the status of those with disabilities. Their lives are
changing rapidly and dramatically for the better. It would be impossible to list
all the factors that have brought about this improvement, but four stand out:
education, transportation, architecture, and technology.

Education

Through the 1960s, children with severe disabilities were routinely turned away
from public schools as “uneducable,” or con¤ned to segregated educational
programs that offered little more than custodial care and parental relief. In 1975
the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act outlawed dis-
crimination on the basis of disability for all students, regardless of the severity
of their impairment. Furthermore, the law required local school districts to pro-
vide each disabled child with a “free and appropriate public education” pro-
vided in “the least restrictive environment.”

In practice, this law virtually eliminated the practice of educational exclu-
sion for students with severe disabilities and led to their being educated in more
“integrated” settings—putting children with disabilities alongside their typical

Fig. 1.4. Percent employed, by disability status
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1997), 2
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peers, with additional supports and services provided as needed. The law even-
tually covered every child with a disability from preschool through the age of
twenty-two.

More than twenty-¤ve years later, we now have the ¤rst generation of in-
dividuals with signi¤cant disabilities who have received a public education.
Many have been educated alongside typical classmates, gaining critical social
skills in addition to academic knowledge. Special education services have also
grown to be increasingly employment-oriented, often even more so than for
nondisabled students. Today it is not unusual for a student with a severe dis-
ability to have his or her ¤rst employment experience at the age of fourteen,
and to have had seven or eight jobs by the time he or she graduates from high
school.

For all these reasons, educational progress for students with disabilities
has been astounding. Nothing like this generation of well-educated, work-
experienced, and employment-ready high school graduates with disabilities
has ever been seen before.

Transportation

With education mandated for each disabled child, school districts were quickly
forced to modify their transportation systems to accommodate students with
special needs, especially those with mobility impairments, but also those with
behavioral problems and even unusual medical conditions. School buses were
equipped with lifts and wheelchair tie-downs. Transportation staff received ad-
ditional training, and transporting students with disabilities of all sorts became
commonplace.

The concept of accessible transportation spread rapidly from schools to
the larger society. Even before they were required to do so legally, some public
transportation authorities bowed to consumer pressure and began providing
accessible services on a limited basis. When the Americans with Disabilities
Act was passed in 1990, one of its key provisions mandated accessible trans-
portation throughout the public sector. And this requirement covered all areas
of transportation—trains, planes, and subways as well as buses.

The impact of this change has been enormous. Previously, the term “shut-
in” had been synonymous with having a disability. Now, at least in urban areas
where transportation is available to all, “all” now includes those with impair-
ments of all sorts. Passenger-loading wheelchairs, ¶ush subway entrances, air-
line transfer seats, and kneeling buses are becoming so commonplace that they
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are taken for granted. For people who only a few years ago would have been
forced to stay at home, it is a new world.

Architecture

When people with disabilities get out and into the world, they ¤nd many more
places accessible to them now than they would have only a decade ago. Prior to
the Americans with Disabilities Act, accessible architecture had been mandated
only for government buildings and major government contractors, but the new
law required similar provisions in all public buildings and in¶uenced virtually
all subsequent public construction. Major renovations to existing structures
were compelled to meet the new accessibility requirements of the law.

The ADA’s impact on American architecture has been as revolutionary as
any innovation since the advent of electricity and central heating. Reserved ac-
cessible parking spaces, entrance ramps, Braille signage, and a host of other ac-
cess provisions are now ubiquitous. This architectural revolution has been so
widespread that inaccessible buildings have become the exception rather than
the rule. Although most business owners make their businesses physically ac-

Fig. 1.5. Accessibility features, such as ramps, benefit many people who do not have 
disabilities. (Photo by Edgar Strook)
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cessible only when required to do so, many have found that such changes
provide unexpected bene¤ts. For example, a recent report from the General Ac-
counting Of¤ce documented that implementing the access provisions of the
ADA increased revenues in the hotel and hospitality industry by 12 percent
(Coelho 1997).

Even in the area of private residential construction, to which the ADA does
not apply, a growing market of consumers are requesting features of “universal
design” intended to make residences livable by all family members throughout
their lives. On average, incorporating accessibility features—such as wider
doors and hallways, stepless entries, and handrails—adds only about 2 percent
to the cost of construction, and can avert the need for costly remodeling later on.

For those with disabilities, the ADA’s mandate of architectural accessibility
has meant not only that they can get out of their homes, but that they can get to
and around almost anywhere they want to go, including work—a vital compo-
nent of independent living that most people without disabilities take for granted.

Technology

No law mandated the development of the dialysis machine, motorized wheel-
chair, or Internet; yet the blossoming of all sorts of technology has provided in-
calculable bene¤ts for people with disabilities. Tiny in-ear hearing aids are
becoming as commonplace, and as inconspicuous, as contact lenses. People
with emphysema, who once would have been hospitalized, can now travel
throughout the community with a portable oxygen dispenser. Those requiring
constant medication can carry their own miniaturized pump with them. Motor-
ized wheelchairs and scooters, once rarities, are now seen everywhere.

Even generic items, such as cellular telephones, have often proved to be a
boon for disabled people and have created enormous opportunities for busi-
ness. No industry has responded to the disability market more effectively than
the computer industry. Bill Gates, chairman of the Microsoft Corporation, has
summarized this phenomenon:

[S]ome innovations meant for society at large have had disproportionate
value to the disabled. The PC and the Internet are great examples. They are,

in effect, accessibility aids for many people.
People with speech impediments can “chat” via text on the Internet or

other computer networks. Many older individuals and others who may not be

able to get out much participate in social groups that communicate over the
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Internet. They keep up with friends and the doings of their grandkids and
other relatives.

A lawyer can sit in front of a computer and call up every brief her law ¤rm

has ever ¤led and every deposition. She doesn’t have to run to somebody’s
of¤ce, or shuf¶e a lot of paper, or go to and from a ¤le cabinet. She may even
be able to work from home.

Anybody with limited mobility—or even just limited time—can appreci-
ate how the Internet and electronic databases have opened vast amounts of in-
formation to easy access. (1997)

As a consumer group, people with disabilities are quick to respond to the
liberating potential of new technology. According to the NOD/Louis Harris
Survey (1998), 28 percent of people with disabilities own special equipment or
technology to assist them because of their disability. Almost half (49 percent)
of those who work full- or part-time use computers at work—a higher rate than
for the general population. Disabled adults who use the Internet spend almost
twice as much time online as typical consumers (Taylor 2000).

In these and many other ways, technology has contributed greatly to revo-
lutionary improvements in the lives of people with disabilities.

How Disabilities Influence Everyone

While factors such as education, transportation, architecture, and technology
have been transforming their lives, those with disabilities have in turn exerted
a strong in¶uence on American society. Three factors are most important here:
demographics, the “curb-cut effect,” and the “electronic curb-cut effect.”

Demographics: The Aging of America

The increasing in¶uence of disabled people is related to the increasing propor-
tion of elderly citizens in America. The average age of the population is increas-
ing rapidly, primarily due to “baby boomers”—those 79 million Americans
born between 1945 and 1965. Figure 1.6 shows Census Bureau projections that
indicate the proportion of the U.S. population over the age of 65, 12 percent in
2000, will increase to 20 percent by the year 2030—almost doubling in only
thirty years—and level off thereafter. Some have called this the “Floridazation”
or the “graying” of America.



Fig. 1.6. Aging of the American population
Source: Day (1996)

Fig. 1.7. Disability prevalence, by age
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1997), 4
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The aging of the population is of crucial importance because, although
disabilities can occur at any time and at any age, they are more common among
elderly people. As the average age of the population increases, the incidence of
disabilities therefore also increases. As ¤gure 1.7 indicates, among those over
the age of 65, nearly half have some sort of disability; more than half of these
disabilities are severe.

Put the incidence of disabilities among the elderly together with popula-
tion projections and the conclusion is inescapable: in the next few decades the
proportion of Americans with disabilities will increase dramatically. This will
in turn in¶uence nearly every aspect of our lives; indeed the changes are al-
ready well underway.

When we think about the increasing in¶uence of disabled people in Ameri-
can culture, factors like voting patterns, retirement communities, and health
care requirements come quickly to mind. These, however, are effects of that
in¶uence, not causes. Causes are fewer, but crucial to understand. We have al-
ready listed one—changing demographics—and now we present two more.
They may be less obvious, but they are no less important.

The Curb-Cut Effect

The term “curb-cut effect” refers to the reality that when an accommodation is
provided for people with disabilities, many others tend to bene¤t. The term
was coined when architects and engineers began to realize that sidewalk curb
cuts mandated for the bene¤t of those with wheelchairs and walkers were also
being used by bikers, parents with strollers, skateboarders, delivery personnel,
and pedestrians in general.

The curb-cut effect is so common that most of us no longer realize it is oc-
curring. In commercial settings, we now expect to see signs in large letters and
contrasting colors. As we enter a building, we appreciate the automatic doors,
especially if we are carrying something, and we become slightly annoyed if a
store hasn’t provided them for us. Elevators that announce the ¶oors provide
us with a gentle reminder that we have arrived at our destination, and oversized
restrooms are helpful if we are accompanying a child, toting a portfolio, or
simply in need of additional space.

We enjoy all of these relatively new modi¤cations to our environment be-
cause they make it more “people friendly,” and we can appreciate all of them
whether or not we realize they were initially created for the bene¤t of people
with disabilities. Time and again such accommodations have achieved much
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wider acceptance—and use—than originally intended. Several studies have
shown that over 80 percent of those who use accessibility provisions have no
disability; they simply prefer to use them.

Electronic Curb Cuts

Technological innovations and modi¤cations originally intended for people
with disabilities, but that end up bene¤ting many more, are often called “elec-
tronic curb cuts.”

Examples of these are almost endless:

• The most famous is the telephone. Alexander Graham Bell, as many
know, was a teacher of deaf students (his wife also had a severe hearing
impairment), and the research that led to the invention of the telephone
was directly related to his concern for them.

• Less well known is that the typewriter was originally developed as a
“writing machine” for a woman who was blind. The keyboards that we
all use today are direct descendents of that “writing machine.”

• During the 1930s the American Foundation for the Blind recorded the ¤rst
“talking books,” direct ancestors of today’s universally popular books on
tape.

• “Closed captioning” became commonly available on television broad-
casts, and on televisions themselves, during the 1990s. Originally devel-
oped for those with hearing impairments, today captioning is commonly

Fig. 1.8. A “talking watch,” an example of an 
electronic curb cut from a recent Hamma-
cher Schlemmer catalog. Such watches 
were previously marketed only to individu-
als with severe visual impairments.2 (Photo 
courtesy of Hammacher Schlemmer)
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made available in sports bars, hospitals, airports, and hotel rooms. For
good or ill, captioning has enabled many a viewer to watch television
well into the night without having the sound disturb his or her slumber-
ing mate.

• “Volume controls” were ¤rst installed on telephones to assist people with
slight hearing de¤ciencies. However, consumers soon discovered that
these controls could assist anyone dealing with a poor connection or at-
tempting to converse in a high-noise environment.

Other examples of electronic curb cuts are innumerable, and new ones are
appearing all the time.

Thus, while people with disabilities have bene¤ted disproportionately
from technological advances, the curb-cut and electronic curb-cut effects have
meant that society in general also has bene¤ted greatly from technology orig-
inally intended only for those who are disabled. (A more detailed examination
of the curb-cut and electronic curb-cut effects is contained in chapter 6.)

The Family and Friends Multiplier

Although the economic in¶uence of people with disabilities is usually esti-
mated to be about one trillion dollars, this ¤gure undoubtedly understates the
real impact. That is because people with disabilities also have families and
friends, and the needs, concerns, and priorities of the person who is disabled
often in¶uence the economic decisions made by those close to them.

Speaking with a group of restaurateurs, disability advocate Marcia
Cassidy brought that point home:

You might be willing to lose my business at your restaurant because you be-

lieve that the accessibility modi¤cations you would have to make would be
too expensive. But remember this: if I can’t patronize your restaurant, my
family won’t go there either, at least when I’m with them. You stand to lose

their business because you won’t accommodate me. (1998)

The 29 percent of American households that include one or more members
with a disability represent an enormous slice of the overall market. Add to this
group those who are simply related to, or close friends of, someone with a dis-
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ability, and those who feel strongly about the issue for whatever reason, and
the full impact of the disability market becomes obvious.

Business Responds

One of the outstanding characteristics of the disability market is its diversity.
This is “diversity” in the classical sense, meaning different and varying, not in
the “politically correct” sense with connotations of preferences and protec-
tions. All businesses must remember that there is no such thing as the disabled
consumer. People with disabilities may tend to share various needs, sensitivi-
ties, and preferences, but they are as varied and complex as any other con-
sumer group. Consequently, there is no unique or ideal way to reach, attract, or
satisfy them. This doesn’t just mean that a marketing campaign intended to
reach those with mobility impairments would be inappropriate for those with
visual disabilities; it also means that no particular approach would be ideal for
all potential customers, even if they shared a similar disabling condition.

Responding to the needs of disabled consumers, then, is not a simple mat-
ter. But many businesses have begun to rise to this challenge despite its com-
plexities, probably most of all because they recognize the rewards that will
accrue to them if they do so effectively.

Businesses have responded to the disability market in three ways: by devel-
oping products specially designed for it, by transforming generic products and
services to appeal to the widest possible array of consumers, and by designing
marketing messages that appeal to people with accessibility requirements.

Disability-Related Products and Services

The disability market obviously includes an enormous number of educational,
medical, personal support, and rehabilitation services, health care products, or-
thopedic equipment, accessibility devices and modi¤cations, adaptive tech-
nologies, and so on. The total value of these goods and services represents a
sizable portion of the $1 trillion in annual spending power exercised by people
who are disabled.

So enormous is this market that a small slice of it can be extremely pro¤ta-
ble. Bob Montgomery, president of Cannondale Bicycles in Bethel, Connect-
icut, has a son with cerebral palsy. Although his son was athletic and involved
in swimming, skiing, and karate, Montgomery was concerned that the only
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wheelchairs available were, in his words, “technological dinosaurs.” Mont-
gomery realized his company’s bicycle technology could be applied to the de-
velopment of lightweight racing wheelchairs, and set his company in that
direction. Company spokesperson Bill Teel explains: “The market for light-
weight wheelchairs is roughly $400 million per year. We’re hoping to grab 10
percent of that in the next few years. . . . We’ve been getting calls nonstop
since we made the ¤rst announcement” (Frost 1998, 3).

Like Cannondale Bicycles, many companies have discovered they can
easily and pro¤tably supply products to the disability market with just a little
bit of creativity.

Consider the following examples:

• A travel industry survey indicates that about 10 percent of all vacation
groups include an individual with either a physical or a mental impair-
ment that limits mobility or activity. Almost 60 percent of those groups
say they carefully consider the needs of the individual or individuals
with a disability when planning their vacations (Robson 1998). Travel
agencies, resorts, and cruise lines have realized that their products and
services could be tailored to travelers with accessibility needs. Most
cruise ships are now at least partially accessible, and many destination
resorts, such as Flamingo Beach on the Caribbean island of Bonaire,
have made accessibility modi¤cations despite the fact that they are not
legally obligated to do so (Frost 1998, 1).

• In 1964 Reader’s Digest published its ¤rst large-type edition, and was
surprised to attract more than 6,000 subscribers with almost no promo-
tion. Circulation grew to 159,000 in 1980 (Frost 1998, 4), and reached al-
most 500,000 in 2000, despite the conversion from nonpro¤t to for-pro¤t
status during this time.3 Says Philip Cara, publisher of the Reader’s Di-
gest Large Edition for Easier Reading: “The entire large-print market-
place is growing. Go into Barnes & Noble, and there’s a whole section.
It’s the fastest growing area in the library” (Frost 1998, 4).

• Hallmark Cards has recently begun to offer product lines speci¤cally de-
signed for those with accessibility needs. It sold 37,000 cards in Braille
shortly after they were made available, and over one million cards with
large print in 1995, the year they were introduced (Hartman and Fry
1999). The company has also recently developed a “Forget Me Not” se-
ries featuring artwork that depicts characters with disabilities.
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• Even children’s toys have gotten into the act. Toys “R” Us now offers a
catalog entitled “Toy Guide for Differently Abled Kids.” In 1997, Mattel
introduced Barbie’s friend Becky, who is a wheelchair user. The doll sold
out in two weeks, requiring the company to go back into production. In
what will certainly be regarded as a watershed event in disability history,
the company has since widened the elevator in Barbie’s Dream House—
in order to accommodate Becky’s wheelchair!

Universal Design

With the aging of baby boomers and the growing realization that disability-
friendly products and services are generally “people friendly” as well, there
has been an enormous growth in what is known as “universal design.” The uni-
versal design philosophy is that a product or service should be made in such a
way that it can be used by the greatest number of people possible.

Universal design ¤rst became popular in residential construction. Homes
were designed with stepless entries, wider doorways, door levers instead of
knobs, grab bars in bathrooms, and so on. When done properly, such modi¤ca-
tions simply make possible home access for the largest number of people re-
gardless of age or ability, and without making the home appear contrived or
institutional.

Universal design has since been applied to many other products. Some ex-
amples:

• Small appliances with easy-to-read graphics and easy-to-grab handles
and knobs.

• Internet websites that are accessible to computers equipped with voice syn-
thesizers that “read” the text to individuals with severe visual impairments.

• Car dashboard controls that use symbols instead of words.
• Restaurant menus that contain pictures along with written information.
• Easy-to-grip kitchen tools, like those manufactured by OXO International

(¤g. 1.9).
• Large-image picture playing cards.

The beauty of universal design is that by enabling people with disabilities,
it generally provides ease-of-use bene¤ts to many. It takes the curb-cut effect
and applies it to an endless variety of products, services, environments, and
experiences.
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Marketing

In recognition of the value of the potential market, many companies have begun
narrowcasting to disability consumer subgroups by sponsoring disability-related
events like the Special Olympics and Paralympics Games. Businesses have
placed ads in national organization publications such as Arthritis Today, Mod-
ern Maturity, and a growing number of independent publications and other
media entities that reach such consumers.

In 1999, WE magazine, a disability-targeted publication, launched its own
Internet website, WEmedia.com, with full-page ads in several national newspa-
pers. It was soon followed by a competitor, HalfthePlanet.com, which took a
similar high-pro¤le approach. HalfthePlanet.com’s full-page ad in the Wall
Street Journal introduced its Internet portal service by proclaiming:

Nearly half of the people on the planet either have a disability or have close
ties to a person with a disability. HalfthePlanet.com is the premier web site

for us to share our experiences, discover the latest resources, and explore the

Fig. 1.9. OXO International specializes in 
products that feature universal design, 
such as the  “Good Grips” pizza wheel 
and the one-handed salad spinner. 
(Photos courtesy of OXO International)
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planet. Our community is nearly 150 million strong in the U.S. alone and
close to 3 billion worldwide. Sound big? You don’t know the half of it.

Despite the hype, such niche marketing represents a small, though grow-
ing, portion of all disability-related initiatives. Much more common are ap-
proaches that target disabled consumers and their families and friends through
more traditional venues.

Middle-aged consumers might not realize it, but companies are rapidly
changing their products to deal with a “maturing” market. As an article in the
New York Times noted tongue-in-cheek, “You’re not getting older. Products
are getting better.” The article noted numerous examples of businesses cater-
ing to the waning abilities of the postwar generation. It cited examples like the
Honeywell thermostat shown in ¤gure 1.10, which has numerals much larger
than before, pitched to consumers who might otherwise have to squint or put
on glasses to adjust their room temperature.

The advantages of targeting elderly consumers are obvious, and the prac-
tice is now commonplace. This is “breakthrough” disability marketing: low-

key, subtle, and progressive, using euphemisms like
“mature” to refer to the reality of limited capabilities.

But a growing number of corporations are
much more overtly targeting the disability market.
These companies feature individuals with disabili-
ties—consumers with obvious and signi¤cant im-
pairments—not in narrowcast messages, but in their
mainstream advertising.

Companies that have used individuals with dis-
abilities in their national advertising include Mc-
Donald’s, IBM, Charles Schwab, General Mills,
Target, AT&T, Bell Atlantic, Paci¤c Bell, Sears,
Bank of America, Pepsi, Coca-Cola, General Mills,
VISA, Disney, Hallmark, DuPont, The Gap, Star-
bucks, Wal-Mart, NationsBank, and many others.
Such advertising varies widely in its approach to
the subject of disability, some featuring disability-
friendly aspects of products or services, some, like
the Nordstrom ad (¤g. 1.11), simply depicting cus-
tomers with disabilities among others without calling

Fig. 1.10. Honeywell ther-
mostat ad aimed at the 
mature market. (Photo 
courtesy of Honeywell)
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attention to the issue. (See chapters 10 and 11 for a more detailed discussion of
disability-related marketing.)

Featuring people with disabilities in advertising allows companies to ap-
peal to a vastly expanded market while positioning themselves as “inclusive”
corporations. Only a few years ago the concept of using those with disabilities
in pictorial advertising would have been rejected by most marketing profes-
sionals as counterproductive and possibly offensive; today it is seen as an al-
most effortless way to achieve “cause-related marketing.”

Comprehensive Responses

A small number of companies have begun to address the disability market
through an integrated approach that involves all aspects of the company—man-
agement, human resources, marketing, product design, customer service, and

Fig. 1.11. Nordstrom ad fea-
turing a model with a disabil-
ity. (Photo courtesy of 
Nordstrom)
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so on. Among the leaders are McDonald’s, Marriott International, Microsoft,
UnumProvident Insurance, and Wal-Mart.

Visit a Wal-Mart store and you are likely to be greeted by a senior citizen
or an individual with a disability. That receptionist can guide you to a compli-
mentary motorized cart if you have dif¤culty walking. In the store you will
notice that aisles are wide enough to allow easy navigation for those in wheel-
chairs, and in most stores resting benches are provided for the fatigued. You
might also notice a certain professionalism in customer service, since sales as-
sociates have received training in meeting the unique needs of each shopper.

Marriott International has implemented a similar inclusion initiative in the
hospitality industry. Mark Donovan, executive director of the Marriott Foun-
dation, explains the company’s rationale:

Inevitably, belief in the importance of a world-class work-force led to the

recognition that inclusion must be a guiding principle of the human resource
discipline; that embracing the talents, gifts, and unique characteristics of
every individual, including people with disabilities, is central to building the

kind of work team that ensures business success. Employing people with dis-
abilities is not the goal. The goal is attracting and developing the strongest,
most diverse group of associates possible. Hiring people with disabilities

(and, more to the point, capabilities) is just one of many important avenues to
that goal. . . .

Marriott is in the business of meeting the needs of guests; assuring their

satisfaction, encouraging their return. Obviously, this demands that they be
responsive to the individual requirements of each of these guests, including
people with disabilities. With tens of millions of potential customers with dis-

abilities in the United States, it would be foolish not to work hard to consis-
tently and effectively meet their needs. And so the company strives to offer
properties and products which are fully accessible, responsive and welcom-

ing to this customer group.4

Companies like Wal-Mart, Microsoft, and Marriott not only implement a
wide range of inclusive practices, but also make their commitment to inclusion
obvious. In the end, their motivation boils down to one reason above all: it’s
simply good business.

Before business leaders can take advantage of the opportunities represented
by the disability market, they must ¤rst digest a great deal of information related
to this issue. The next chapter continues that process through a discussion of one
of business’s greatest concerns: the Americans with Disabilities Act.
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Resources

Business Leadership Network (BLN)
www.usbln.com/
1331 F St. N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20004-1107
(202) 376-6200, extension 35 Voice
(202) 376-6868 Fax
(202) 376-6205 TTY
dunlap-carol@dol.gov

The Center for Universal Design
http://www.design.ncsu.edu/cud/
School of Design
North Carolina State University
Box 8613
Raleigh, N.C. 27695-8613
(919) 515-3082 Voice and TTY
(800) 647-6777 Info. requests
(919) 515-3023 Fax
cud@ncsu.edu

Disability and Business Technical Assistance Centers (DBTACs)
http://www.adata.org/dbtac.html/
(800) 949-4232 Voice/TTY
This number will automatically route your call to the DBTAC in your region.

Disability Statistics Center
http://www.dsc.ucsf.edu/
3333 California St., Suite 340
Campus Mail Box 0646
San Francisco, Calif. 94118
(415) 502-5210 Voice
(415) 502-5205 TTY
(415) 502-5208 Fax

National Business & Disability Council (NBDC)
http://www.business-disability.com
201 I.U. Willets Rd.
Albertson, N.Y. 11507
(516) 465-1515 Voice
(516) 465-3730 Fax
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The National Organization on Disability (NOD)
http//www.nod.org/
910 Sixteenth St. N.W.
Suite 600
Washington, D.C. 20006
(202) 293-5960 Voice
(202) 293-5968 TTY
(202) 293-7999 Fax

Of¤ce of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP)
(formerly The President’s Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities)
http://www.dol.gov/odep/
1331 F St. N.W., Suite 300
Washington, D.C. 20004
(202) 376-6200 Voice
(202) 376-6205 TTY
(202) 376-6219 Fax


