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Why disability
inclusionis
good business

MUKTA KULKARNI

veryvone called my maternal
Egmndmuthur ‘Tui® which

means older sister in Marathi,
my mother-congue.

My earliest memories of her are
if & Bard-working woman, My later
memories of “lai” include her stolc
reacion to g debilitating stroke.
Paralysis and eveniual neurological
prioblems caused a steady bodily de-
terioraton. She slowly lost control
over her muscles and hee ability o
speale. Inthe lastfewvears of her life,
she communicated throughhereyves.

I the mmitial stages, 1o keep her
lvand steady and funcrinnal, she ok
torwriting Shri Bam {in Devanagn)
on ‘rough’ papers. Her increasingly
wobbly arip over the ballpoint pen
meant uneven wricing, but she kept
utit,

Oneday the writing stopped.

Conventoenal medical aid did oot
help, soowe mied evervthing clsc,
Each family member chipped in to
help her and slow down her physical
deterioration,

Growing up. | did not lnew the
word ‘disability and would not have
thought of “Tai" as an individual with
adisability. Years later, inmydoctoral
program, [ stumbled upon disabilicy
stuclics ng a Reld ofrescarch, Asa doc-
coral student, and later as a faculty
member inabuzsinessschool, comver-
sativns with research colloborarors
reviolved aroune the inclusion ol in-
dividuals with a disability. These dis-
cussions, belstered by rescarch that
wie learmi from, gave measimng oo
victionthat thereare meaningful and
significant benefits fororzanisadons
thatemploved individuals with o dis-
abilicy. For example, organisations
benefitdirectly and vangibly through
the precess amd product imnoations
brrught about by and or such indi-
viduals by taking the reach of their
praductsinea roader market. Such
nrganisations alse benefit from an
enhanced reputation. They are seen
a5 sacially responsible contributers
o sociery. Tmplaying individuals
with a disability could be a source of
competitive advantage for the em-
ployer.

Competitive advantage
Inclusion asabhusiness casealsn plays
outatthe level ofthe individusl who,
through employment, contribates to
the hroader econamy through spend-
ingand paying taxes. Employing in-
drviduals with & disabilicy could be a
source of competitive advantage for
the broader socieny,

“Tai was nevera part ol any orzan-
isation ora parficipani in the formal
economy. However a focus on her
and people lile herisalso sound eco-
nanmics— for the entire sociely,

Considertheuniversal desizn.
That is, the design of products,
ervrnnments, and services (hat
can be used by individuals with disa-
bilicies, “Tai' could hove written *Shri
Ram' Tor lomger, using aring pen, Her
simple ballpoint could have been in-
serted into aring, which would stabi-
lise e banel, O shecould have nged
ahroad and soft pen. Such products
can also be used by young children
who have physical difficalties, by
those whn suffer from arthritis, and
b those who are temporarily disa-
bled givenan accident or illness,

Cansider accessible ransport. A
simplesmall rampleading herto the
rickshaw seat would have helped.
The medical appointments and the
few fomily ourings would have been
less stressfol for ber, Again, thisisnot
only for someonewitlva disability, ¥We
could all use it asand when needed.

Such sccessibility not only helps
with inclusion buc also generates
economic benefits for the broader
society, Letmeillostrate my point by
stepping hevond Tais case.

Mavbe some of vou have or work
with young children with a disabilice
Consideraccessibility lor therin the
educatonspace. Reimagining infra-
structurvswithin cducational institu-
tians wauld mean jobs forarchivects,
engineers and labourers. Accessible
study macerials would mesn jobs for
technologists, curviculum develop-
ers, and publishers. Employing spe-
cial educators would mean jobs for
Lrainers, sign languageinterpretens,
andvocatinnal rehabilitationspecial-
ists, Mot to mention how these stu-
dents would eventually contribute
kv becoming productive citizens.
Inclusion, then, is a larze win forall
ol SOy,

Now imagine such inclusionary
efforts across ploces of worship,
hospitals, tourism locations, public
cransportation, malls, hmmes and
worlplaces... The listcan go on,

Our muost recemt CUnsus sugpests
that 26,8 million citizens havea disa-
bling enndition. ''he actual number
i5 likely bigher, This is ecause we do
ot always ask foror report disabili-
v status given the social stigma, We
may ilso not consider those like Tat®
asdisabled,

Asvou thinkaboutthe likes of Tad’,
think alxme inclusion not only from
a moral standpoint buc also from an
ECONOmic seandpoint.

Anweinclude those with adisabili-
ry throngh creating accessibility inall
spheres of their lives. we also benefic
through the creation of livelihoods
forr thinse withoue a disabilice. A win-
win for evervone,

(The nreer e Profssor anil
e Mphasis Chair for Digital
Acressriifioy and Inclusior ar I
Biingarfore)



