Job Accommodation Network

Accommodations for Brain Injury in the Workplace
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Hello and welcome to Accommodations for Brain Injury in the Workplace, a training module that will provide you with information on brain injuries, the limitations in the workplace that may be associated with these injuries, and effective accommodations that can be provided to help employees with brain injuries be more successful.
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The next two slides are definitions from the Brain Injury Association of America.  For the purposes of our webcast, we are addressing brain injury as a whole and not differentiating between traumatic injury and acquired injury except in specific situations and solutions we have used.  It is our hope that through this training module we can help educate and promote a better understanding of brain injuries and the impact they have on employment.
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Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI)
TBI is defined as an alteration in brain function, or other evidence of brain pathology, caused by an external force. Common causes of a traumatic brain injury include gunshot wounds, motor vehicle crashes, assaults, and falling and striking the head. (BIAA)
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Acquired Brian Injury (ABI)
ABI is an injury to the brain, which is not hereditary, congenital, degenerative, or induced by birth trauma. An acquired brain injury is an injury to the brain that has occurred after birth and includes injury from stroke, seizures, tumors, infections, and loss of oxygen to the brain.  Loss of oxygen to the brain can have many causes - near drowning, cardiac problems, strangulation, and carbon monoxide poisoning being a few. (BIAA)  
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· Brain injuries affect how a person feels, thinks, acts, and relates to others.  They can cause mild, moderate, or severe impairments in the following areas:
· The first area is Cognition and that includes speech & language, communication, memory, attention and concentration, reasoning, and abstract thinking 

· The second area affected is Physical function.  Physical function includes walking or moving about, balancing, seeing, and hearing  
· The third area affected by a brain injury is Psychological behavior  which includes social skills, anger management, and impulsivity
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Here we have just a few statistics on brain injury in America, found in The Essential Brain Injury Guide, 4th edition, from the Brain Injury Association of America.

· 10 million Americans are affected by combined Traumatic BI and Acquired BI
· That is 3.8% of the population
· This makes brain injury the 2nd most prevalent disability in the United States after depression
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Disclosure is when you divulge, or give out specific, personal information about your disability.  When you disclose your disability in an employment situation, you will most likely need to provide information about 

1)  The nature of your disability

2)   Your limitations, or how your disability affects your capacity to learn and/or perform your job effectively. 

3)  And the accommodations you will need in order to do your job, or in the hiring process, accommodations that are necessary in order to complete the application process and successfully interview.

Disclosure is always a personal decision.  A person with a disability never has to disclose a disability until they need an accommodation.  Let’s look at the next slide to see the reasons for disclosure.  
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Why might it be necessary for an employee to disclose a brain injury? There are three main reasons:
· The first and foremost reason to disclose a disability is to ask for job accommodations.  We will be providing in-depth coverage of various accommodations and situations and solutions here in just a few minutes.

· The second reason to disclose is to receive benefits or privileges of employment.  The ADA requires employers to provide reasonable accommodations so that employees with disabilities can enjoy the "benefits and privileges of employment" equal to those enjoyed by similarly-situated employees without disabilities. Benefits and privileges of employment include, but are not limited to, employer-sponsored: (1) trainings, (2) services (e.g., employee assistance programs, credit unions, cafeterias, lounges, gymnasiums, auditoriums, and transportation), and (3) parties or other social functions (e.g., parties to celebrate retirements and birthdays, and company outings). If an employee with a disability needs a reasonable accommodation in order to gain access to, and have an equal opportunity to participate in these benefits and privileges, then the employer must provide the accommodation unless it can show undue hardship.  
Let me give you an example:  A school district arranges for one of its employees to provide CPR training. This three-hour program is optional. A hearing impaired employee wishes to take the training and requests a sign language interpreter. The employer must provide the interpreter because the CPR training is a benefit that the school district offers all employees, even though it is optional.

· The third reason to disclose a disability is to explain an unusual circumstance.
Let me provide you with an example here as well.  An employee who incurred a TBI from an accident years earlier has difficulty regulating her body temperature and can become quite distressed when the temperature soars.  She works in a warehouse that is air-conditioned and has had no problems. When the air conditioning goes on the fritz in August, she immediately begins to have issues with keeping herself cool.  It has become necessary at this time for her to disclose her disability and ask for accommodations to help. 
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The individual must let the employer know that an adjustment or change at work is needed for a reason related to a medical condition.

To request an accommodation, an individual may use plain English, need not mention the ADA, nor need to use the phrase reasonable accommodation.

Disclosing can be as simple as saying to your employer I am having difficulty getting to work on time because of some medications I take to help me sleep.  I would like to talk to you about that.
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Under the ADA, an individual may disclose a disability and ask for an accommodation either verbally or in writing.  At JAN, we recommend that you do so in writing so that you have documentation that you did indeed disclose and ask for an accommodation, and when you did so. Who do you disclose to?  The employer, a supervisor or manager, and/or an HR representative can all be persons an employee would make their disclosure to. Oftentimes employees don’t want their supervisors or managers to know about their medical condition.  In this case, it is wise to disclose to someone in HR.  In many cases, a manager or supervisor will need to be informed of the process and be involved in the accommodations, but wouldn’t need information on the medical condition.
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Under the ADA, when an employee requests an accommodation and the disability is not known or obvious, employers can require medical documentation that the disability exists. 

The ADA contains a specific definition of disability.  A disability is an impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities. Therefore, when documenting that a patient has a disability, medical professionals may want to use the ADA’s specific language so the information will be helpful for employers. 

· The first piece of information to include is the patient’s diagnosed impairment. If the patient is hesitant to provide the diagnosis, a more general statement about the medical condition may suffice, but if the employer insists on having the diagnosis it should be provided or the documentation may be considered insufficient. According to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), documentation is insufficient if it does not specify the existence of an ADA disability and explain the need for reasonable accommodation.

· The next piece of information to include when documenting disability under the ADA is information about the major life activity substantially limited by the impairment.
· There are two categories of major life activities. The first includes, but is not limited to, caring for oneself, performing manual tasks, seeing, hearing, eating, sleeping, walking, standing, lifting, bending, speaking, breathing, learning, reading, concentrating, thinking, communicating, and working.
· The second category of major life activities involves major bodily functions, including but not limited to, functions of the immune system, normal cell growth, digestive, bowel, bladder, neurological, brain, respiratory, circulatory, endocrine, and reproductive functions. 
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This slide shows a publication found on our website entitled Practical Guidance for Medical Professionals:  Helping Patients Write Effective Accommodation Request Letters. This can be very useful not only to physicians, but also to individuals in helping them to understand how much medical information is sufficient to provide their employer.
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Earlier I stated that we weren’t going to differentiate between Traumatic Brain Injury and Acquired Brain Injury.  Let me explain at this point that the limitations an individual experiences from the injury are really more important than the diagnosis when it comes to determining accommodations.  A diagnosis of mild TBI for instance, can be quite vague, while a listing of the limitations can provide a much better idea of the specific difficulties the individual is having and the areas in which accommodations may be effective. 

Common limitations caused by brain injuries include:
· Visual
· Physical

· Memory
· Attendance

· Problem-solving
· Issues of change

· Working Effectively

· Handling stress and emotions
· Maintaining stamina and concentration

· Staying organized and meeting deadlines
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Under the ADA, employees with disabilities must meet the same expectations for performance and conduct standards as non-disabled employees.  Lowering or changing a performance or conduct standard is not considered a reasonable accommodation.  The employer is obligated however to provide accommodations to employees with disabilities to help them meet those standards.
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Now we start the main part of our presentation as we look at job accommodations that can be helpful for employees with limitations experienced after a brain injury.
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Here we have a situation where an office worker was having difficulty with balance and coordination and walking steadily due to a brain injury.  The employer had observed her falling a couple of times on the way to the printer/fax room and restroom. 
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Let’s consider accommodation ideas for physical limitations associated with brain injuries.  Installing ramps, handrails, and providing closer more convenient parking spaces can all be ways to assist a person in gaining easier access to the workspace.  Installing lever-style door handles can alleviate the need to grip and turn knobs which may be more difficult.  Clearing pathways of travel of any unnecessary equipment, furniture, boxes, etc. will reduce the chance of accidents and falls and make getting around much simpler and safer.
Slide 18:
The employer provided handrails to/from the employee’s workspace and the common areas.  They also provided her with her own printer and fax, and changed her workstation set-up so that she could access files and other materials and equipment without having to move around too much.
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Here we have a situation where a computer programmer returning to work after a traumatic brain injury was having difficulty using his computer.
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Let’s look at some ideas here for accommodations for individuals who have visual problems. Provide written information in large print.  Change fluorescent lights to high-intensity white lights.  Increase natural lighting. This is an accommodation that can help all employees.  Natural lighting has been shown to increase alertness and productivity as well as improving the ability to see.  Provide a glare guard for computer monitors that can reduce or eliminate brightness.  It would be important to consult a vision specialist, particularly with someone who has lost part or all of their vision.
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The computer programmer was accommodated with a glare guard on his screen, the bright overhead fluorescent lighting was covered in bulb jackets, and full-spectrum task lighting was purchased.
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Here we have a situation where a college professor who had incurred a traumatic brain injury needed to do office work in the mornings when she was most alert and best able to concentrate.
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Let’s look here at accommodation ideas for maintaining stamina during the workday.  Permit flexible scheduling, which can mean anything that works to help the employee and doesn’t cause the employer a hardship.  Combining breaks to allow for longer ones, or dividing longer ones to provide shorter but more frequent work breaks can help too. Providing additional time to learn new responsibilities may be necessary.  If possible, provide a self-paced workload to allow the employee to work at his own pace.  Provide backup coverage for when the employee needs to take a break.  Allow leave or time off for counseling and medical appointments. Allow for the use of supportive employment and job coaches to assist the employee as needed.  Telework, even for during part of the day can help reduce fatigue.  Providing opportunities for job sharing can be very effective in allowing employees to work part-time schedules. 
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The college professor was accommodated by scheduling departmental meetings and classes she taught after 11:00 am so that she could have uninterrupted morning hours to get her planning, studying, and administrative duties done.  Her office hours were scheduled in the afternoons as well.
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Let’s consider a situation here where a public policy administrator who worked from home had difficulty remembering who was on conference calls, who was speaking, and what questions were being directed to him.
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Here we have accommodations for Maintaining Concentration.  Reduce distractions in the workplace. This means looking at the individual’s environment and determining what distracts him.  We all have different levels of distractibility and different sights and sounds that divert our attention from where it needs to be focused.  Here are some ways to reduce distractions:  Provide space enclosures or a private office.  Allow for use of white noise, environmental sound machines, or even a fan.  Allow the employee to play soothing music using a headset or ear buds.  Increase natural lighting or provide full spectrum lighting to help increase alertness and productivity.  Reduce clutter in the employee’s work environment.  Put away items that the employee doesn’t use on a regular basis.  Plan for uninterrupted work time – an extended time period without having to answer the phone, check e-mail, or be interrupted by others can allow the employee to focus and make good progress.  Divide large assignments into smaller tasks and steps that are more understandable and manageable.  Restructure the job to include only essential functions in order to allow more time and focus on those functions that are most important.
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The public policy administrator was accommodated with a meeting application on his computer that had a chat function so that questions could be typed onto the screen for him to read.  He was able to better understand the questions when he could read them for himself, several times if necessary.  He would also be able to see the names of the persons asking the questions.
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Our situation here involves a project manager who was returning to work after incurring a brain injury.  He was having difficulty with organization, prioritization, and completing work in a timely manner.
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Here we have accommodation ideas for individuals who have Difficulty Staying Organized and Meeting Deadlines.  Make daily TO-DO lists and check items off as they are completed.  Put tasks in the order they will be performed.  Use several calendars to mark meetings and deadlines, and remember referring back to the calendar is essential.  Remind the employee of important deadlines via memos or email or weekly supervision.  Use a watch or pager with a timer to alert for the passage of time or for appointments.  Use electronic organizers.  Divide large assignments into smaller tasks and steps that are more understandable and manageable.  Assigning a mentor to assist the employee in determining goals and providing daily guidance could be very effective.  Schedule brief weekly meetings with a supervisor, a manager, or a mentor to determine if goals are being met. 
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The employee was accommodated with project management software, weekly meetings with his supervisor, and a countdown clock to help with task completion timeliness.  
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An administrative assistant whose essential functions included taking and disseminating notes from various meetings had difficulty listening, remembering what to write, and then keeping up with what was being said next.
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Here we have accommodation ideas for Memory Deficits. Allowing the employee to tape record meeting can offer them the opportunity to listen to the material over and over again. Providing type-written minutes of each meeting can help as well in alleviating the need for the employee to write at the same time trying to listen. Use notebooks, calendars, or sticky notes to record information for easy retrieval - but let me offer a caution here – too many become ineffective.  I had a coworker who started with a few around his monitor, then ended up with a section of an adjacent wall covered in layers of post-it notes. He had too many notes to be effective.  Provide written as well as verbal instructions, or allow the employee to use a voice recorder or an app to quickly record the instructions.  Allow additional training time, in part or in full.  Provide written checklists and use color-coding to help identify items.  Limiting the number of checklists may be more helpful that using an overabundance of them.  And lastly, we have posting instructions close to frequently used equipment – an accommodation that could potentially help everyone.  
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The employee was provided with a smart pen that recorded the meeting as she took brief notes. This accommodation enabled her to focus on listening to what was being presented in the meetings, while at the same time getting down the important information.
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A mail response clerk for a large insurance company was having difficulty sorting the incoming mail after returning to work following surgery for brain tumors.
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Consider the following accommodations for Problem Solving Deficits:  Provide picture diagrams of problem-solving techniques, for example a flow chart with the steps needed to sort the mail.  Restructure the job to include only essential functions, leaving more time for the completion of the most important job tasks.  Assign a supervisor, manager, or mentor for quick access when the employee has questions.
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The employee was provided with a flowchart of topics and related items so that it became easier for him to place the mail in the appropriate baskets.  Both the baskets and steps in the flowchart were color-coded to help with differentiation.
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An employee returning to work after a stroke was dealing with personality changes.  The previous supervisory method was no longer effective.
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Let’s look here at some accommodation ideas for Working Effectively with Supervisors.  Often employees will call with questions about asking for a new supervisor- which is not an accommodation an employer would have to provide under the ADA.  But changing a supervisory method could be an effective alternative.  Providing positive praise and reinforcement is something that is helpful to all employees.  As a teacher, it was recommended that we provide 5 positive comments to students for every negative one. Don’t all of us perform better in positive environments?  The next accommodation idea is to provide written job instructions.  This gives the employee a means to go back and check when in question.  

Write clear expectations of responsibilities and the consequences of not meeting performance standards and communicate those to the employee.  Allow for open communication with managers and supervisors.  Open communication is vital for a successful accommodation process.  Establish written long-term and short-term goals so the employee has guidance and can refer back to them.  Develop strategies to deal with problems before they arise, and review progress before productivity gets too far behind.  Provide written work agreements.  Develop a procedure to evaluate the effectiveness of the accommodation.  And, again, communication is essential throughout the accommodation process.
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The supervisor agreed to meet with the employee weekly to discuss performance and conduct issues that were becoming problematic, as well as put accommodations/strategies into place to help improve both performance and conduct.
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A court employee was having difficulty with emotions after returning to work following a TBI.  She was diagnosed with pseudobulbar affect (PBA) where she would have outbursts of uncontrollable laughter at seemingly inappropriate times.
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Let’s look here at accommodations for Difficulty in Handling Stress and Emotions.  Again, provide praise and positive reinforcement.  Even constructive criticism can be stated in the positive.  Referring the employee to counseling and employee assistance programs can be appropriate and effective.  Allow telephone calls during work hours to doctors and others for needed support.  Provide sensitivity training to coworkers – being careful to have the employee’s full consent and participation.  Allow the employee to take a break as a part of a stress management plan and providing a place for the break will be helpful too, especially if the employee doesn’t have an office or a private space.  
Slide 42:
The employee asked that her co-workers be educated on PBA so they would better understand what could be viewed as inappropriate behavior.  The employee agreed to talk to her neurologist about the training. She was also accommodated with extra breaks to help manage her stress, a temporary lightening of her workload, and a flexible schedule to allow her time for counseling and doctor’s appointments.
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The general manager of an automobile dealership requested a temporary part-time work schedule and flexibility in order to recover from and seek treatment for injuries he received in a car accident, including a mild TBI. 
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Accommodations for Attendance may be necessary.  Provide flexible leave for health problems including appointments that may be frequently scheduled.  If possible, provide a self-paced workload and flexible hours.  Allow the employee to telework if the essential functions can be performed from home.  Even if the employer has no telework policy, it can be considered under the ADA and can be effective, particularly on a temporary or intermittent basis. Provide a part-time work schedule if it meets the needs of the employee.  Some employees will request to work part-time and transition back to full duty over a period of time.
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The manager was accommodated with a part-time schedule for working four to six hours Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, with Tuesdays and Thursdays off for recuperation.  He planned to increase his schedule, transitioning back to full-time as he was able.
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An employee returning to work after a long absence while in recovery from a stroke experienced difficulty not only with the changes her job had undergone, but also the change of supervisors. 
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Issues of Change can be very difficult for someone with a brain injury.  Let’s look here at some accommodation ideas to help with that.  First and foremost, recognize that a change in the office environment or of supervisors may be difficult for a person with a brain injury.  Maintain open channels of communication between the employee and the new and old supervisors in order to ensure an effective transition.  Provide weekly or monthly meetings with the employee to discuss workplace issues and production levels. 
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The employee was accommodated by setting up a series of meetings that included both the new and the old supervisors to help her with a smoother transition not only to the new supervisor, but also to the changes in her job tasks and responsibilities.
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This slide and the next show publications on our website that can be very helpful to individuals with brain injuries.  This is our Accommodation and Compliance Series publication on Employees with Brain Injuries.  It contains information similar to what we have gone over today, particularly in the areas of accommodations. 
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This next slide highlights a publication on Executive Functioning Deficits that will be of help as well.  Many individuals with injury to the frontal lobes of the brain will have difficulty with executive functions. Many of those difficulties are addressed here in this publication with accommodation ideas to help. 

To find both of these publications on our website, click on the A-Z of Disabilities tab in the top right hand corner of the home screen.  Click then on By Disability and find Brain Injuries in the alphabetical listing.  The Executive Functioning Deficits publication will be found under the listing for brain injury, as will several other resources.
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Check out this link from brainline.org for what they refer to as life-changing apps.
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This concludes our module on providing reasonable accommodations to employees with brain injuries.  We hope you found it helpful.  If you need more information on workplace accommodations, please feel free to contact us at JAN.

You can reach us toll free at (800)526-7234 for voice or (877)781-9403 for TTY or visit us on the Web at AskJAN.org. You can also contact us through Skype and text and find us on Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and other social networks. We hope to talk to you soon and again, thank you for making JAN a part of your training program.  Funding for this training module was provided through the U.S. Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy.

