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The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 is a major federal civil-rights law designed to prevent
disability discrimination and expand equal participation in employment, government services, public
accommodations, transportation, and telecommunications. Title | focuses specifically on employment
and generally applies to employers with fifteen or more employees, including private employers, state
and local governments, employment agencies, and labor organizations. The central principle is that
qualified individuals with disabilities should have equal access to recruitment, hiring, advancement,
training, compensation, and other employment opportunities. The law does not require employers to
ignore legitimate job requirements or safety concerns. It requires them to distinguish actual job needs
from barriers created by inaccessible systems, rigid policies, stereotypes, or assumptions about
disability.

Disability, Qualification, and Essential Job
Functions

The ADA protects people who have a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or
more major life activities, have a record of such an impairment, or are regarded as having such an
impairment. Major life activities include functions such as seeing, hearing, walking, speaking,
learning, concentrating, communicating, and working, as well as major bodily functions. The ADA
Amendments Act of 2008 directed that disability coverage be interpreted broadly, reducing the
emphasis on whether a person fits a narrow technical definition and allowing greater attention to
whether discrimination occurred.

Title | also requires the individual to be qualified for the job. A qualified person meets legitimate
education, skill, experience, licensing, and other requirements and can perform the essential
functions of the position with or without reasonable accommodation. Essential functions are the
fundamental duties for which the position exists, not every minor or occasional task listed in a job
description. Written descriptions prepared before recruitment can provide evidence, but actual
workplace practice, specialization, staffing, and the purpose of the position also matter.

This distinction prevents employers from treating marginal duties as automatic reasons for exclusion.
A person does not need to perform a task in exactly the same way as every other employee if an
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effective accommodation allows the essential result to be achieved. At the same time, the ADA does
not require an employer to remove an essential function altogether.

Reasonable Accommodation and the Interactive
Process

Reasonable accommodation is a change or adjustment that allows a qualified applicant or employee
with a disability to apply for a job, perform essential functions, or enjoy equal employment benefits.
Examples can include accessible equipment, modified schedules, interpreters, readers, changes to
workplace policies, accessible documents, job restructuring involving marginal duties, remote work
where appropriate, leave, or reassignment to a vacant position. The appropriate accommodation
depends on the individual, the disability-related limitation, and the job rather than on a general
assumption about a diagnosis.

The employee or applicant usually does not need to use formal legal terminology. The person must
communicate that a workplace change is needed because of a medical condition or disability. When
the disability or need is not obvious, an employer may request limited documentation sufficient to
understand the functional limitation and accommodation need. The process should be interactive: the
employer and individual exchange relevant information and consider effective options.

An employer is not required to provide an accommodation that would create an undue hardship.
Under EEOC guidance, undue hardship involves significant difficulty or expense in relation to factors
such as cost, employer size, resources, and operational structure. If one proposed accommodation
would create undue hardship, the employer should consider whether another effective option is
available. Coworker discomfort or customer prejudice is not a valid substitute for this analysis (EEOC,
2026).

Recruitment, Medical Information, and Technology

The ADA applies before a person is hired. Recruitment websites, interviews, assessments, and
application processes should be accessible, and applicants may need accommodations such as an
interpreter, additional time, an accessible location, or an alternative testing format. Before a
conditional offer, employers generally may not ask disability-related questions or require medical
examinations. They may ask whether applicants can perform job functions and may request a
demonstration when the same approach is used appropriately for other applicants.

After a conditional offer, medical questions or examinations may be permitted when they are required
consistently for people entering the same job category. Medical information obtained through
employment processes must generally be kept confidential and separate from ordinary personnel
records. Supervisors may need information about restrictions or accommodations, and emergency
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personnel may need relevant safety information, but coworkers are not entitled to a person’s
diagnosis simply because they notice a modified schedule or workplace adjustment.

Digital hiring systems create new accessibility concerns. Résumé-screening tools, video analysis,
online assessments, or game-based tests can unintentionally disadvantage applicants whose speech,
movement, employment history, or use of assistive technology differs from the assumptions built into
the system. Employers remain responsible for discriminatory outcomes even when software is
supplied by a vendor. They should understand what a tool measures, provide an accessible process
for requesting accommodation, and ensure that assessments measure job-relevant ability rather than
disability-related characteristics that are unrelated to performance.

Equal Treatment Throughout Employment

ADA protection extends beyond hiring. Qualified employees cannot lawfully be denied equal
opportunity in pay, promotion, training, benefits, workplace facilities, or other privileges of
employment because of disability. Performance standards may still be applied when they are job-
related and used consistently. When disability affects performance, however, an employer should
consider whether a reasonable accommodation would enable the employee to meet the standard
before assuming that separation is the only option.

The law also prohibits retaliation against people who request accommodation, file a discrimination
charge, participate in an investigation, or otherwise assert ADA rights. Anti-retaliation protection is
essential because formal rights would have limited value if employees feared punishment for using
them. Disability-based harassment can also violate the law when conduct becomes sufficiently severe
or pervasive to alter working conditions.

Safety decisions require individualized evidence. Employers may address a direct threat—a significant
risk of substantial harm that cannot be reduced through reasonable accommodation—but the
assessment must be based on current objective information rather than stereotypes or fear
associated with a diagnosis. The relevant questions concern the nature, duration, severity, likelihood,
and imminence of potential harm and whether accommodation can reduce the risk.

Leave, Reassignment, and Practical Access to
Work

Modified schedules or leave may sometimes function as reasonable accommodation when they
enable treatment, recovery, or continued employment without causing undue hardship. ADA
obligations can interact with the Family and Medical Leave Act, workers’ compensation, employer
leave policies, and state law. Employers should therefore avoid rigid attendance or maximum-leave
rules that automatically terminate employees without considering whether an individualized
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accommodation analysis is required.

When an employee can no longer perform the current position’s essential functions even with
accommodation, reassignment to a vacant position may be considered. Reassignment does not
generally require creating a new job, promoting the employee, or displacing another worker. The
individual must be qualified for the available position. This approach reflects the law’s broader
objective: preserving equal employment opportunity where a reasonable and workable adjustment
exists.

Transportation also influences practical employment access. Title Il of the ADA addresses state and
local government services and public transportation, while other titles govern public accommodations
and telecommunications. A legal right to work becomes less meaningful when an individual cannot
reach the workplace or use essential public infrastructure. Accessible buses, rail systems, stations,
information, and paratransit therefore contribute indirectly to employment equality even though they
are governed through provisions outside Title I.

Multinational Employment and Continuing Barriers

The ADA can apply in some overseas employment situations involving U.S. citizens and covered U.S.
employers or controlled entities, but extraterritorial coverage is not universal. Employer structure,
citizenship, control, and conflict with foreign law may affect the analysis. Foreign-owned employers
operating within the United States are generally subject to applicable U.S. employment-discrimination
requirements for covered domestic employment. Multinational companies should therefore coordinate
global inclusion policies while obtaining jurisdiction-specific legal guidance.

More broadly, the existence of the ADA has not removed every barrier. Inaccessible software,
inflexible work design, stigma, underemployment, inaccessible transportation, and poorly designed
accommodation processes continue to limit participation. People with nonapparent disabilities may
face pressure to disclose private information before receiving support, while people with visible
disabilities may be judged before their qualifications are considered. Proactive accessibility, manager
training, clear accommodation procedures, and participation by employees with disabilities can
prevent many problems before they become formal disputes.

Conclusion

The Americans with Disabilities Act treats employment access as a civil-rights issue rather than an act
of charity. Title | generally protects qualified individuals with disabilities across recruitment, hiring,
training, pay, promotion, benefits, and termination, while requiring reasonable accommodation unless
it would create undue hardship. The law also restricts disability-related inquiries before a conditional
offer, protects medical confidentiality, prohibits retaliation, and requires safety decisions to rest on
individualized evidence. Technology and artificial intelligence do not reduce these obligations; they
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create new ways in which inaccessible or poorly validated systems can exclude capable applicants.
The ADA'’s lasting significance is its insistence that disability should not be converted into
unnecessary exclusion when job functions can be performed through reasonable changes to the
workplace or employment process.
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