A Business Argument for Accessibility

If you own or manage any business, your primary objective is to make a healthy profit — the survival and growth of your business depends on it. Retail merchants sometimes ask: “Why is the 'disabled access' issue important to the ‘bottom line’ profitability of my business?” It's very simple: If your store is NOT barrier-free — OR even if your store IS barrier-free, but nobody knows about it — you are probably missing at least TWENTY PERCENT OF YOUR POTENTIAL TARGET MARKET — maybe even as much as THIRTY-FIVE PERCENT!
Would increasing your potential customer base by twenty to thirty-five percent make a significant difference in your bottom line profits?
Got a few minutes? Let’s take a quick look at a few real statistics and a hypothetical example, and see for ourselves just how far the demographics of disabled access can affect your business ... and then let’s see how we can help you improve your profitability. 
How Many Americans ARE Disabled Anyway? ... maybe a lot more people than you realized.

According to the special census just released on the 15th anniversary of the A.D.A 37.5 million people age 5 and over in the civilian noninstitutionalized population has at least one disability! Fourteen percent ! That is ONE out of every SEVEN people living in the United States.  According to Trends in Disability Rates in the United States, 1970-1994:
“The proportion of the U.S. population with disabilities [serious enough to limit their activity] has risen markedly during the past quarter-century.” The data in that report showed two distinct trends:
“A gradual rise, due largely to demographic shifts associated with an aging population [and] a rapid increase ... [due to] greater numbers of children and young adults reported as having disabilities.” Also, according to that report (prepared by the Disability Statistics Rehabilitation Research and Training Center, Institute for Health & Aging, School of Nursing, University of California): “The most dramatic changes in disability rates have occurred during the 1990’s ... Because about 70 percent of the population is under age 45, these steep increases in disability prevalences are responsible for the recent rise in proportion of the overall population with disabilities.”
A Brief on Disabilities issued in December 1997 by the Census Bureau stated that: “The growth in the number of people with disabilities can be expected to accelerate in the coming decades.”
And current projections indicate that the population level of those with disabilities severe enough to impair their activities will grow to about TWENTY-FIVE percent by the year 2020.
A 25-year study by the U.S. Department of Education showed that since 1970, the most rapid increases have taken place among two demographic groups who are usually the most significant customers, in terms of TOTAL DOLLARS SPENT, for most retail businesses: Children and “Working-Age” Adults.
A 2003 marketing study by the National Organization on Disabilities reports: “The disability community, comprising nearly one-fifth of the American population, is an untapped market worth over $220 BILLION in collective spending power.”
During the next decade, as increasing numbers of the “baby boomers” become senior citizens, the disability rate among the elderly population is expected to increase substantially.
And senior citizens are the demographic group that traditionally have the HIGHEST LEVEL OF DISPOSABLE INCOME.
Are these demographics significant to your business?  
So what do all these disability statistics mean to your business?
Well, first of all, it means that if your business is not barrier-free OR if folks who live in (or visit) your area don't know that you are barrier-free, you’ve just lost more than TWENTY PERCENT of your potential customer base.
<< POOF! >>
Those people won’t be coming to your store – ever!
As far as they’re concerned, your store doesn’t even exist!
But the REAL impact on your bottom line can go much further than that, when you consider the “ripple effect.”
And since the Fixed Costs (rent, utilities, etc.) of running any retail business are a significant part of its total operating budget, a twenty percent increase in gross sales can be expected to generate substantially more than a twenty percent increase in bottom-line profits.
However, the “ripple effect” works both ways. And right now, you might be losing much more business than you realize.
Here’s a hypothetical story that illustrates the “ripple effect” of the disabled access issue on a typical retail business:
Let’s suppose you own a neighborhood restaurant. Maybe business isn’t great, but it’s been getting better. You remodeled and made some major repairs about a year ago, and you’ll be paying off a large loan for 3 or 4 years. Otherwise, you’re almost debt-free.
You estimate that your newly-remodeled restaurant is capable of handling twice the business you had before, so you’re confident you’ll be getting those debts paid off in the near future. Your remodeled kitchen is state-of-the-art in modern efficiency. Your remodeled dining room is beautiful. And your employees are loyal, well-trained and enthusiastic.
Your hypothetical store is now also barrier-free and fully in compliance with ADA regulations. As part of your remodeling project, you added several disabled parking spaces when you repaved the rear parking lot, installed railings in the restrooms, and added a wheelchair ramp at your rear entrance.
Brad and Janet Smith have been good regular customers for years. They live about a mile from your store, and eat dinner there 2 or 3 times a week, on the average. Professionals in their late 30’s, Brad and Janet usually bring in their three children: Vera, 16; Chuck, 15; and Dave, 12.  You still remember the first time they came in to your store – their first baby had just been born. 
The Smiths are satisfied customers. And the satisfaction of customers like the Smiths produces a “ripple effect” for your business. Like ripples spreading outward from a stone thrown into a pond, the Smiths’ positive image of your restaurant will spread outward to others whose lives they touch in the neighborhood.
Sometimes the Smiths bring their neighbors in, or relatives from out of town, or clients, or friends of the kids.
16-year-old Vera comes in after school. Sometimes she brings along a few friends, and little brother Dave usually tags along. Although it’s usually just pizza, or burgers and fries, kids that age always seem to be hungry. And they always eat a lot.
15-year-old Chuck is on his high school football team, and on Friday evenings after games he usually comes in for dinner with a bunch of his friends from school, especially if their team wins.  You know them all by their first names, and usually find time to greet them when they come in. You wish you had many more customers like the Smith family at your restaurant.
Then one day, one of your waitresses comments that she hasn’t seen the Smiths lately, “and they were such good tippers, too.” And then you realize, you haven’t seen the Smiths either, not for several weeks. And then you begin to wonder, where did they go ...  
The “ripple effect” is a double-edged sword: It cuts both ways.
Unfortunately, when it cuts the wrong way, most retail merchants usually don’t even see it.
Let’s continue with our hypothetical story:
One day, you run into Brad Smith in the grocery store. As you recall the comment your waitress had made recently, it occurs to you that you haven’t seen any of the Smiths – or their friends – in your hypothetical restaurant in about a month.
So you stop and ask Brad where he’s been, thinking to yourself that maybe the whole Smith family has been on vacation or something ... and you are stunned by the answer you receive.
Brad seems a little uncomfortable at first, then apologizes for the family’s absence, explaining that his son Chuck broke a leg playing football, and has been on crutches for a month, and they felt that Chuck would have trouble getting up the steps to your front door.
He tells you the family has been eating at a barrier-free restaurant just down the street that Chuck’s sister located on the internet, and promises they will come back to your place as soon as Chuck’s leg heals (the doctors told them Chuck should be off the crutches in maybe 3 or 4 months).
Brad feels bad about it, and says he hopes you understand.
Aren’t you glad that this is only a “hypothetical” story?
Nothing like that is happening with your customers, is it?  
To guarantee business success, there are really only two things you have to do in a retail business:
1. Keep getting new customers; and ...
2. Keep the old customers coming back.
Most successful businesses spend as much as 15% or more of their gross revenues on advertising, to attract new customers – and to keep those customers coming in the door. 
Yet, there are factors which can negate the benefits of every penny you spend on advertising – and then some!
In our hypothetical example, one kid with a broken leg became the factor that cost your hypothetical restaurant the business of his entire family ... and their friends, and their clients, and their relatives from out of town.
Just because your store was not barrier-free.
How many real families like the hypothetical Smiths are not doing business with your business RIGHT NOW because your store is not barrier-free?
Can you measure the value of the business you’ve lost?
Can you measure the profit your store will lose in the next week, or the next month, or the next year because of TWENTY PERCENT of your potential customers – and their families and friends? The big question is: What are you going to do about it?  
Here are some quick facts that show how the Demographics of Disabled Access can increase the bottom line for YOUR business:
Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.barrierfreechoices.com/resources/buttons/rndblue.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


FACT: The  does NOT automatically "guarantee" equal access to all facilities for every American who has a disability. Most retail stores are not required to comply with ADA requirements. Most of us who are disabled learn quickly that we must be our own advocates.
Source: U.S. Department of Justice, ADA Administration
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FACT: More than one in five Americans (20+%) have disabilities "severe enough to impair their mobility" according to the 2000 U.S. Census. These figures have been confirmed by other recent studies. Similar disability rates exist in most developed nations around the world. The U.S. disability rate has been projected to exceed 25% of the population by the year 2020.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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FACT: A 2003 marketing study showed that America's disabled community is “an increasingly powerful consumer sector" of the U.S. economy that is now "worth over $220 BILLION in collective spending power.”
Source: National Organization on Disability
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FACT: Since 1970, the most rapid increase in the disabled population has occurred in two age groups – children and working-age adults. These two demographic groups are also generally the most significant customers of retail business.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research [NIDRR]
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FACT: Internet usage is almost 100% among these same two demographic groups. Internet users are better educated and more affluent (i.e., have a higher level of DISPOSABLE INCOME) than the general population. Most importantly, 78% of internet users regularly go online to "research a product or service before buying it."
Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project
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FACT: Despite our disabilities, each of us will find ways to buy whatever we need and want … somewhere and somehow. And when we have choices, we will always make BARRIER-FREE choices.
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FACT: Most people prefer to go shopping with friends or family members. This is especially true of those with disabilities.
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FACT: When people go out together, and if one member of the group has a disability, the accommodation of that person’s disability will be a major factor in deciding where they will go.
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FACT: A disabled customer is a CUSTOMER with a disability. And satisfied customers are your very best advertising. And if we're satisfied, we – and our friends – will come back ... again and again.
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FACT: IF YOU DON'T GET OUR BUSINESS, SOMEBODY ELSE WILL! 
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