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DISTRIBUTION AND MATERIALS HANDLING FOCUS

For the past couple of years, there has
been a lot of news about the program
drugstore retailing giant Walgreens
launched to employ handicapped work-
ers in its distribution centers. (See
Handicapped Labor Pool has a lot to Of-
fer Distribution Managers.)

While trade press coverage of the pro-
gram has been extensive, most of it has
focused on the basics of what Wal-
greens has accomplished. We wanted to
understand a lot more about the “how”
of making this happen.

That led to an interview with Randy
Lewis, Senior VP of Distribution and Lo-
gistics at Walgreens, as well as key
members of his logistics team: Keith
Scarbrough, Distribution Center Man-
ager at the Anderson, SC facility; Scott
Sylvester, Distribution Center Manager
at the Windsor, CT facility; and Deb Rus-
sell, Manager, Outreach and Employee
Services for Walgreens.

Walgreens has an aggressive goal with
regard to employing the handicapped,
with plans for eventually having at least
10% of the total distribution center
workforce - or about 1000 employees
across 14 DCs - come from handicapped
employees. Right now, the number is
already at about 700 disabled workers.

At the Anderson facility, Scarbrough
says that about 37% of employees are
handicapped, a level reached since the
new DC was opened in June, 2007. That
facility was designed with Lewis’ original
goals and ideas regarding this initiative
in mind, and thus was easier to get
higher numbers of handicapped associ-
ates than it might be in some existing
facilities built or leased long before the
initiative was envisioned. However, Wal-
greens has been able to get the number
up to 24% of employees in one leased DC
building in Georgia that was not at all
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designed for the handicapped.

Below, we capture some of the key
insights the Walgreens team has
learned from the more than two
years the program has been in
place.

Local Relationships are Criti-
cal

Partnering with local agencies of
some kind is critical, Walgreens
says.

“When we started this, we looked
for a location for a new DC that had
someone who would partner with
us and believe we were really going
to employee one-third of our DC
with people with disabilities, includ-
ing some tough disabilities,” Lewis
said. “We were fortunate in Ander-
son to find one.”

To find a disabled workforce is not
easy, the Walgreens team says, and

www.scdigest.com

SS

B -

- 4

T

certainly they did not have any core
expertise in recruiting potential DC
job candidates with disabilities.

"One of our goals was to not be-
come an expert in recruiting people
with disabilities but leveraging
what is already out there in the
communities,” Russell added.

Most states and local markets have
agencies that are focused on finding
and training handicapped workers,
but the capabilities, interests and
approach can vary substantially
across those organizations. For ex-
ample, Walgreens has even found
that it can work very well with
Goodwill offices in some locations,
but that in other areas the local
Goodwill organization has less in-
terest. It takes work to find and
build each local relationship, Wal-
greens stresses.

"We're interested in building qual-
ity relationships with agencies that
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are interested in building quality rela-
tionships with us,” says Russell.

For the Anderson DC, after the initial re-
cruits, the team later expanded its re-
cruitment area from a single county to
five surrounding counties to maintain a
strong candidate stream. It has also
partnered with some local school dis-
tricts to identify potential future candi-
dates.

Russell said Walgreens tracks its success
rate in terms of referrals versus eventual
employment by partner agency; she also
recommends bringing partners in for a
fairly detailed review of DC operations
and tasks, so they can get a better feel
for the work and potential candidates.

She also said the hiring rate from agency
referrals is higher than for that of stan-
dard job applicants coming in on their
own.

Assess Each Candidate Individu-
ally

In conjunction with the local partner,
candidates are identified to each Wal-
greens DC. Candidates cannot be forced,
of course, to disclose their disability,
though most do.

"Everyone thinks about person with dis-
abilities as being in a wheelchair, but
there are lots of disabilities,” Lewis said.
“The person with one arm, the person
with some but limited mobility, vision
problems, cognitive disabilities - there
are a thousand disabilities before you
get to someone in a wheel chair.”

"You look at someone’s skills or their
ability, and you match them to the right
job, just like you do for a person without
disabilities,” Scarbrough added.

Don‘t Necessarily Think “Universal
Access” throughout the DC

Lewis said early on that Walgreens de-
cided not to try to achieve so-called
"universal access” that would allow dis-
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abled employees to move and work
anywhere in the building.

Such an approach might entail sig-
nificant costs, “and we were looking
for a sustainable model,” Lewis said.
"We had to make decisions on what
we would not be able to accommo-
date.”

This of course in practice means
some disabled workers cannot get
to certain areas to do certain jobs,
but this has really not had a major
impact of any kind on the success of
the program, and empowered it by
keeping investment costs modest,
even as some disabled advocates
pressed for universal access.

In some cases, however, Walgreens
has made additional accommoda-
tions, such as adding a lift up to a
mezzanine. In other cases, it takes a

"We have better teamwork,
fewer accidents, less turn-
over, and management that
s much more engaged,”
Lewis sard.

pragmatic approach - if a wheel-
chair needs lifted and moved to get
someone into the right place, that's
simply what the DC team does.

In a couple of cases, Walgreens has
had to add some more handicapped
parking based on the number of
employees with permits, but Russell
said they have had no complaints
from other workers that they were
“losing parking spaces” or any other
issues.

Processes Really Don’t

Change that Much

When the Anderson DC was being
designed, the first consideration
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was building the most efficient
building and processes first, Lewis
said. Then, they looked at places
where they might make some mod-
est changes to accommodate the
disabled - but in the end that usu-
ally wound up being to the benefit
of the entire process.

“The accommodations we made in
the design in general made it better
for everybody,’ Lewis said. “When
you reduce how much you have to
reach, how much you have to bend
over, it helps everyone’s productiv-
ity.”

He said the biggest accommoda-
tions probably related to “paper and
pencil,” meaning some changes to
job training.

“This is really not that hard,” Lewis
said. “You just have to assess what
each person needs.”

He said that in existing buildings,
the program is being successful de-
spite no real physical accommoda-
tions for the disabled in those DCs.

Software Re-Design was Key
Software (WMS, WCS, etc.) plays a

critical role in most high throughput
distribution centers. To make its DC
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Walgreens Started the
Program at its Anderson, SCDC

operations more accessible to disabled
workers, Walgreens needed to rethink
the design of its existing software sys-
tems.

"We needed to make the screens sim-
pler, get rid of keyboards where we
could, use symbols instead of words
wherever possible,” Lewis noted.

"Existing computer screens and inter-
faces are probably the biggest barriers
to employing the disabled,” Scarbrough
added.

The interesting side benefit is that such
changes can actually improve usability
even for non-disabled associates.

Disabled Can Do Almost Any Task

Scarbrough said that in the Anderson
DC, “Every department in the building
has someone with a disclosed disability
working successfully, and across shifts.”

That even includes fork truck drivers.

"We might have someone with limited
mobility driving a lift truck, or even a
cognitive disability,” Sylvester said of the
DC in Connecticut.

The goal of the program, Lewis said, is to
fully integrate the disabled in every way
into DC operations.

“They are working side by side with the
non-disabled, have the same pay, the
same jobs, the same standards,” he said.

“In truth, we even limited ourselves early
on in our thinking about where the dis-
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abled can work,” Lewis added. “It's
easy to sell them short.”

Biggest Obstacle is Percep-
tions

Walgreens says that there were not
really any significant legal or regu-
latory barriers to moving ahead
with the program - the biggest ob-
stacle for them or any company is
likely to be internal perceptions in
the company.

“People were worried we were go-
ing to have more accidents, insur-
ance was going to go up, non-
disabled people wouldn't want to
work around people with disabili-
ties, things like that,” Lewis said.

Just the opposite turned out to be
the case, he said: accidents and

“Existing computer screens
and interfaces are probably
the biggest barriers to em-

ploying the disabled,” Scar-
brough says.

costs have actually decreased, and
it has created more of a sense of
teamwork.

“"We found all the prejudices to just
not be true,” Lewis added.

A Few Unexpected Challenges

Companies pursuing such a pro-
gram will undoubtedly find some
unexpected challenges, Walgreens
says.

One it ran into had to do with
“bidding” for new job openings. In
general, workers often start out on
night shifts, and bid to get the more

www.scdigest.com

desirable first shift openings when a
spot opens up.

However, many disabled workers
cannot arrange transportation out-
side of normal business hours. That
meant that the program might be
torpedoed, because as there was
turnover among the disabled work-
ers that started out in the new
Anderson building, bids would be
won by non-disabled workers on
the off shifts; eventually there
would be few disabled workers at
all.

So, Walgreens created some non-
biddable positions.

While Lewis says that did create
some concerns that the approach
was not “fair,” in the end it was rec-
ognized as being essential to
achieving its goals with the pro-
gram. He also said that while you
can't “discriminate” in most circum-
stances against the disabled, you
can in fact do so against the able-
bodied. In the end, the non-biddable
positions approach has worked
well, Lewis said.

Incentives May Be Available

While the potential for financial in-
centives to hire disabled workers
was not at all a factor in terms of
the decision to go ahead with the
program, Woalgreens says there
may be some available incentives to
increase the benefits of the move.

"There are tax credits for compa-
nies that employee people that fall
within six different categories of
disabilities,” Russell said. She also
said there is a program called
“Ticket to Work"” that provides in-
centives for awhile when a com-
pany hires someone who then
moves from receiving Social Secu-
rity benefits to being independent.
There may also be individual state
programs.

Russell

However, says some of

SupplyChain "

Your First Stop for Supply Chain Information



DISTRIBUTION AND MATERIALS HANDLING FOCUS

these incentive programs are growing
more complex, and may not be worth
the effort.

"We're focused on employing people,
not dealing with the bureaucracy,” she
said.

Management Gets More in Touch
on the Floor

While the approach of DC managers and
supervisors needs to change in some
ways with this type of program, those
changes are nothing but positive, the
Walgreens team says.

“It only makes you a sharper leader
overall,” Sylvester said. “The reason | say
that is that you work with every individ-
ual to find their niche, the best fit for
each person. | know the managers at
Walgreens know their people better

than in any other DCs we’ve been in.”

Scarbrough added that “You have to be
creative in finding out what is going to
motivate each person. That creativity has
carry over benefit to our work with non-
disabled employees, our carriers, ven-
dors and other partners. It's a win for
everyone.”

You Have to Take Action if it
Just Can't Work Out

Hiring the disabled doesn’t mean
you have to keep every employee
regardless as to how they are per-
forming - in fact, building the pro-
gram with the capability to deter-
mine it just can't work for some
hires is essential for the total pro-
gram'’s success.

In the end, Lewis says the program
has had a neutral impact on produc-
tivity (it has remained the same),
and that the benefits overall have
far outweighed the investment,
which has mostly been in manage-
ment time and attention to the pro-
gram, plus the software modifica-
tions.

"We have better teamwork, fewer
accidents, less turnover, and man-
agement that is much more en-
gaged,” Lewis said. “Just as impor-
tant, we have a sense of purpose,
and there is a halo effect around the
whole logistics division in terms of
what we are accomplishing.”

"This is one of the best things we
have ever done,” he added.
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