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Disabled voices - A review and analysis of disability inclusion within management studies  

Abstract  

The importance of inclusion in all forms and at all levels of society has been studied and reflected on in 

recent management literature, yet there is a lack of focus on the experiences of disabled people within the 

field. Therefore, in this paper we conduct a systematic literature review on what the general management 

literature has to say about the inclusion of those with disabilities in the workforce. We identify four distinct 

levels of analysis and themes that arise from literature using Giddens’ structuration model. The interplay 

between context and agency at the heart of structuration theory enables us to elaborate our themes and the 

complex interdependencies and interactions our review identifies in the literature (e.g. the prevalence and 

reach of ableism). Our core findings show the voices of the disabled are rarely, if at all, heard unmediated in 

the literature we review. We propose that unequivocally bringing the voices, inputs and insights of those 

with disabilities into discussion of workplace inclusion will transform the prevailing ableist structures 

addressing the disability employment and pay gaps. 

 

Word count: 5,531 (excluding tables and references) 
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Introduction 

Diversity and inclusion have been topics of interest in the management field for many years, as evidence by 

a number of literature reviews within this area (i.e. Özbilgin, et al., 2011; Tatli and Özbilgin, 2012: Metcalfe 

and Woodhams (2012); Samdanis and Özbilgin; 2020). However, most of the focus has been on gender, 

ethnicity and race, resulting in what Tatli and Özbilgin (2012:185) refer to as “a pecking order among 

categories of difference at work” where ‘less popular’ categories of diversity, such as disability, are under 

researched within management studies.  

It is estimated that around 15 per cent of the world’s population, or estimated 1 billion people, live with 

disabilities, making disabled people the world’s largest minority and the only minority everyone has the 

potential to join. This figure is also increasing through population growth, medical advances, and the ageing 

process (World Health Organization, 2023). It is therefore surprising that there is still a lack of attention paid 

to the lived experience of disabled people about their work and employment.  

While we are aware of literature on workplace disability inclusion in other fields, such as critical disability 

studies (e.g. Gillies, 2012; Darcy et al., 2016; Jones, 2022), we are specifically interested in disability 

inclusion from a general ‘mainstream’ management perspective. Several business focused literature reviews 

have been conducted on disability (e.g. Williams and Mavin, 2012; Schloemer-Jarvis et al., 2022; Khan et 

al., 2023; Ezerins, et al., 2023) but these have been mainly single discipline focused such as organisation 

studies or human resource practices or focused on a specific condition such as autism. We draw our review 

from several, related disciplines such as organisation studies, human resource management and operations 

management, to allow us to develop an interdisciplinary perspective of disability within wider management 

research.  

We are also aware that our language and terminology is contentious within disability studies, but we have 

adopted the Barnes and Mercer’s (2010) terminology of ‘disabled people’. This terminology “differentiates 

‘impairment’ as a medically classified biophysiological condition, from ‘disability’ which denotes the social 

disadvantage experienced by people with an accredited impairment” (ibid: 11). Using this terminology, we 

move away from harmful classifications or typologies of disabilities and focus on the social disadvantage. In 

order to understand disabled peoples experience with their work and employment, we reflect on the research 

question ‘how are disabled people included in the workplace?” Specifically, we are interested in how 

disabled people experience work and the outcomes of this.       

The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs estimate that in developing countries, 80% to 90% of 

persons with disabilities of working age are unemployed, whereas in industrialized countries the figure is 

between 50% and 70% (UN, 2024). Our review is relevant because the disability employment [and pay], 

gaps are not yet fully understood; “this gap is a persistent global problem, despite extensive investment in 

active labour market policies, rehabilitation and occupational health (Geiger et al., 2017), thus remaining 

somewhat of a puzzle”, Osterud, 2023, p.741”. We propose our review will help to understand the disability 

employment gap as we adopt a structuration perspective to try and recognise the complex interplay between 

different bodies of knowledge that will help us comprehend the prevailing social structures of disability 

inclusion that are at play within current management research and whether they are being maintained or 

transformed.    

This paper proposes a structuration approach, where Giddens (1984; 25) defines structure as “recursively 

organised sets of rules and resources, is out of time and space” where the social systems is which 

“reproduced relations between actors or collectives, organised as regular social practices” therefore 

structuration is the “conditions governing the continuity of transmutation of structures, and therefore the 

reproduction of social systems”. This allows us to understand the duality of structure, where the social 

systems set the conditions, while actors maintain or transform the existing structures through their everyday 

activity (Kivistö and Hautala, 2022). This is useful within the study of disability inclusion, and as a 

theoretical approach to organise our review, as we are interested in “the modes in which social systems, 

grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated actors who draw upon rules and resources in the 

diversity of action contexts, are produced and reproduced in interaction” (Giddens, 1984; 25).     
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Further, a structuration approach is useful within the study of disability as we push against the medical 

model of disability, to one which is more akin to the social model of disability (Barnes and Mercer, 2010). 

The current limitations of the social model of disability are limited discussion on the agency effects of 

disabled people within the prevailing social system. This is important as we move towards a more equitable 

socially just society that values disabled people, and their agency, within the workplace. However, at the 

moment we need to understand the structuration of disability inclusion in work, so that we can appreciate the 

current prevailing structure in management research studies.    

Methodology 

This review adopts a systematic literature review approach, a systematic review is a useful method when 

dealing with a broad coverage of studies (Pittaway et al., 2004), which makes it particularly appropriate for 

the aim of our literature review. Following Tranfield et al. (2003) we provide transparency of search terms 

and inclusion/exclusion criteria, outlining the steps we followed to get to our sample of reviewed papers.  

The starting point of this review was to search for articles from journals cited in the Associated Business 

Schools 2021 (ABS since renamed CABS) academic journal guide (AJG) relating to a combination of 

management, organisation, work and employment. From the selection of journals that specialise in covering 

the focus of our review, we then chose journals of an ABS rank of 3 star and above. While we are cognisant 

of the limitations of the ABS AJG we were specifically interested in understanding what the dominant 

journals, who influence the discourse in the field, were publishing on disability inclusion.     

Our review covered articles from 2010 to 2023, this time range was chosen because of the focus by global 

governments on disabled people for example the UK Equalities Act and an update to the US Americans with 

Disabilities Act were both introduced in 2010. We are mindful that this is a Global North focused 

justification and are aware of other disability legislation across the world such as; The Law of the People’s 

Republic of China on the Protection of Disabled Persons (2008); Persons with Disabilities Act (2016) in 

India; Basic Act for Persons with Disabilities (2011) in Japan; Discrimination Against Persons with 

Disabilities (Prohibition) Act (2018) in Nigeria. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of People 

with Disabilities was passed in 2007, although was enacted by countries some years later.  The given time 

range allowed us to capture studies that have been published post implementation of these legislations as we 

were hopeful that there would be an increased interest in disability inclusion within this time range.   

Table 1 summarises the category of journals and our choice of journals amongst the categories, within each 

of these journals we used the following search strings:  

• Disability AND work NOT volunteering 

• Disability AND labo*r NOT volunteering 

We purposefully used basic search terms to allow a wide range of papers to be included in our sample for 

review, while the search strings were designed to allow us a broad range of subject areas they also allowed 

us to focus in on ‘meaningful’ work rather than volunteering. We excluded volunteering as we initially 

searched for Disability AND work/labo*r and we returned many papers on studies examining volunteering 

‘with’ disabled people rather than the experience of disabled people in work. Table 1 shows the categories, 

the specific journal and the ABS rank of the journal, 2002 papers were returned using our broad search 

terms. The disparity between the number of papers and the relevant papers was due to the term ‘disability’ 

being used in a different context e.g. not referring to disabled people but to disability of ‘things’ such as 

technology or processes. Table 1 also shows the number of papers returned with the search terms and the 

number in the bracket shows the number of papers relevant for this study.  

 

Our inclusion criteria was focused on papers where disability was a main topic, the key criteria being that 

disability needed to be explicitly mentioned in the abstract. However, when disability was grouped in as part 

of broader Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) studies, we excluded such studies since it was difficult to 

identify disability specific detail from those studies. The result of this filtering process identified 98 relevant 

papers, which were read fully. The 98 papers were read to understand the relevance to our study, this 

resulted in seven papers being excluded, e.g. topics such as the use of drugs for superhuman performance 

where the focused was not on disabled employees were excluded. A resulting in 91 articles which formed 

the basis of this study. 
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    Table 1. Journals and number of papers included in this study 

Thematic analysis 

For the thematic analysis phase, the author team shared the reading and initial reviewing, sharing and 

discussing summaries of the papers. This was done through each author reviewing ~30 papers each, 

summarising the papers and drawing out the key themes and areas of relevance for our review. From this 

initial review of the papers, we found that the papers could broadly be categorised on three level of analysis; 

Macro, Meso and Micro. Following Ryan and Gatrell’s (2024) approach we then worked through each of the 

papers identifying recurring themes and sub-themes. This was mapped into a diagram to help us visualise 

the themes and linkages. Table 2 outlines the key themes and related sub-themes that emerged from our 

analysis.   

Category Journal and ABS rank No of 

papers  

No of relevant 

papers  

ETHICS-CSR-MAN Academy of Management Journal/Annals/Review (4*) 8 (4) 4 

Journal of Management (4*) 80 (5) 5 

Academy of Management Perspectives (4) 0 0 

British Journal of Management (4) 47 (4) 4 

Journal of Management Studies (4) 47 (0) 0 

California Management Review (3) 26 (0) 0 

European Management Review (3) 44 (0) 0 

International Journal of Management Reviews (3) 41 (1) 1 

Journal of Management Inquiry (3) 30 (1) 1 

MIT Sloan Management Review (3) 25 (1) 1 

 

HRM&EMP Human Resource Management Journal (UK) (4*) 78 (3) 3 

Human Resource Management (USA) (4) 88 (10) 10 

Work, Employment and Society (4) 132 (17) 17 

Human Resource Management Review (3) 59 (2) 2 

International Journal of Human Resource Management (3) 103 (18) 18 

Management and Organization Review (3) 83 (1) 1 

Management International Review (3) 3 (0) 0 

Business and Society (3) 13 (2) 2 

New Technology, Work and Employment (3) 6 (0) 0 

Work and Occupations (3) 26 (4) 4 

 

ORG STUD Human Relations (4) 51 (7) 7 

Leadership Quarterly (4) 16 (2) 2 

Organization Studies (4)  36 (2) 2 

Group and Organization management (3) 15 (2) 2 

Organization (3) 53 (5) 5 

Organizational Dynamics (3) 27 (0) 0 

 

OPS&TECH Journal of Operations Management (4) 37 (0) 0 

International Journal of Operations and Production 

Management (4) 
6 (0) 0 

Production and Operations Management (4) 56 (1) 1 

International Journal of Production Economics (3) 16 (0) 0 

International Journal of Production Research (3) 111 (0) 0 

Manufacturing and Service Operations Management (3) 21 (1) 1 

Production Planning and Control (3) 27 (0) 0 
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Table 2. Results of thematic analysis  

Level Themes Sub-themes Description References 
Macro Neo-liberal economies Assertion of productivity   Medico-economic discourse Zhang et al. (2023); Brzykcy and Boehm 

(2022); Maravelias (2022); Narayanan and 

Terris (2020); Foster (2018); Jammers et al. 

(2016) 
Ideal worker Ableist forms of the ideal worker; Disabled 

employees as the negation of the ideal 

employee 

Jammers and Zanoni (2021); Scholz and 

Ingold (2021); Randle and Hardy (2017);  

Welfare state Moral economy of work and welfare; 

Deservingness  
Ruppel (2023); Ciccia et al. (2022); Moore 

et al. (2017) 
Disability discrimination   Interplay of business and moral case; 

Egocentric bias; ill treatment of disabled 

workers  

Brown and Ciciurkaite (2023); Dibben et al. 

(2023); Osterud (2023); Bjornshagen 

(2022); Fevre et al. (2013); Konrad et al. 

(2013)  
Stereotyping  Societal assumptions of disability Dwertmann et al. (2023); Mik-Meyer 

(2016) Nelissen et al. (2016); 

Disability legislation    Effects of legislative protections  Ruppel (2023); Brzykcy and Boehm (2022); 

McKinney and Swatz (2021); Hoque et al. 

(2014); Shuey and Jovic (2013) 
  

Meso Modes of work Sheltered employment; 

work programmes; welfare 

to work; dirty work; simple 

work 

Various types of jobs that assumed for disabled 

people, including segregated sheltered 

employment   

Bend and Priola (2023); Zhang et al. (2023); 

Maravelias (2022); Hein and Ansari (2022); 

Moore et al. (2017); Jammers et al. (2016); 

Vickers (2015) 
Labour market  Disability employment gap; Role of education Ballo (2020); Jones and Wass (2013) 

Accreditation schemes   Quota systems; ‘Positive about disability’ 

accreditation  
Richard and Hennekam (2021); Hoque at al. 

(2014) 
  

Micro 

(organisation) 
HR practices Recruitment practices Job search; Application processes; Integration 

into organisation  
Berre (2023); Khan et al. (2023); ) Russo et 

al. (2023); McKinney and Swatz (2021); 

Bainbridge and Fujimoto (2018); Bergman 

(2016); Kulkarni and Scullion (2014 
Health and wellbeing  HRM practices that reinforce the neo-liberal 

norms  
Foster (2018) 
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High performing work 

practices  
New ways of working; Flexible working   Schloemer-Jarvis (2022); Hoque et al. 

(2018); Klinksiek et al. (2013) 
Inclusive workplace Organisational climate for the inclusion of 

disabled people 
Coll and Mignonac (2023); Khan et al. 

(2023); Zhu et al. (2019); Beatty et al. 

(2019); Fujimoto et al. (2014) Kulkarni and 

Rodrigues (2014) 
Disability champions Use of other actors, including trade unions, to 

support disability inclusion in the workplace  
Bacon and Hoque (2015); Richards and 

Sang (2016) 
Accommodations Effects of accommodations Requesting and granting (or not) of 

accommodation requests  
  
 

  

Samosh et al. (2023); Ho et al. (2022); Sang 

et al. (2022) Gonzalez et al. (2020); 

Baldridge and Swift (2016); Baldrige and 

Swift (2013); Konrad et al. (2013); Shuey 

and Jovic (2013) 

Accommodation costs Fears of a negative reaction due to high costs  Schur et al. (2014) 

Ableist workplaces   Evaluation of workers against and able ideal Bjornshagen (2022); Osterud (2023); 

Gunderson and Lee (2016); Villanueva-

Flores et al. (2015) 
Leadership Transformational leadership Effects of transformational leadership on 

disabled workers  
Kensbock and Boehm (2016); Parr et al. 

(2013) 
  

Micro 

(Individual) 
Leadership Disabled leaders Trait based considerations of leaders with a 

disability; Downplaying disability when in a 

leadership role   

Roberson et al. (2021); Dwertmann and 

Boehm (2016); Boucher (2017)  

Relationship between leader 

and worker 
Coping strategies of disabled people due to 

poor leadership  
Lyons et al. (2023); Dwertmann and Boehm 

(2016) 
Disabled peoples lived 

experience  
  Examples of disabled people sharing their 

experience of work 
Bend and Priola (2023); Nash (2022); 

Revillard (2022); Lyons et al. (2018); 

Vickers (2015); Jammers et al. (2016) 
Colleagues’ perception on 

disability 
Othering Tension between ableism and inclusiveness due 

to contradictory discourses ; nature of ‘caring’ 

relationships within organisations  

Mik-Meyer (2016a); Mik-Meyer (2016b) 

Socialisation  Disabled workers integration into the 

workplace  
Kulkarni and Lengnick-Hall (2011); 

Holland and Collins (2022) 
Job outcomes  Job loss Involuntary job loss; precarious employment   Brown and Ciciurkaite (2023); Mitra and 

Kruse (2016); Shuey and Jovic (2013) 
Pay and reward Pay discrimination; Pay satisfaction; Job 

satisfaction 
Gunderson and Lee (2016); Baumgartner et 

al. (2015); Villanueva-Flores et al. (2015)  
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Career advancement  Suppression of disabled identity to progress 

career; individual mindset 
Bhaskar et al. (2023); Samosh (2021); 

Baldridge and Kulkarni (2017); Kulkarni 

(2016); Kaulkarni and Gopakumar (2014);  
Identity    Disability as a constructed difference; Expected 

or prescribed identity; Identity formation in the 

workplace  

Hein and Ansari (2022); Gonzalez et al. 

(2020); Baldridge and Kulkarni (2017); 

Santuzzi and Waltz (2016); Holmqvist et al. 

(2013); Williams and Mavin (2012); Zanoni 

(2011) 
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Findings 

Our findings are presented by the four levels we identified through our thematic analysis, in relation to our 

structuration approach we appreciate that there is interaction between each of our levels of analysis. Our 

findings demonstrate the bilateral influence of different levels of factors such as contextual and individual 

ones support Giddens’ structuration theory. The core idea of structuration theory is ‘the duality of structure 

and agency’ (Giddens, 2003). In other words, the structure and structural properties of a given system are 

not only a medium of constraining the agents but also an outcome of the agents reacting to the constraints 

and interacting with each other as a part of the reaction. The proactive role of agents in the given social 

system and structure is what distinguishes structuration theory from other social structuralists’ views on the 

relationship between the structure and the agents. Giddens contests the view of social structuralists, such as 

Durkheim, who see structure or structural properties of society as solely ‘societal constraints’ but 

emphasises that structure can be both enabling and constraining. This is because, based on the structuration 

theory, structure is both rules and resources. Hence, the structural constraints are not just given ‘sanction’ to 

agents but also an outcome derived from the “given character of structural properties vis-à-vis situated 

actors” (ibid, p.92).  

Here, Giddens names the structural properties through which constraint enters in and also through which the 

practices in the social system are reproduced recursively as ‘modalities’ (Giddens, 2003; Barratt-Pugh, 

2007). Modalities can also be understood as a bridging mechanism of how structure at the context level is 

connected to the agency and the agency to the context (Rose & Pennings, 2022). Structural constraints are 

patterned in three ways – ‘Structure of Significance’ shaped by socio-cultural codes, ‘Structure of Control’ 

determined by the power dynamics over resources, and ‘Structure of legitimisation’, that is structure of 

rules, both formal and informal (Barratt-Pugh, 2007). These three patterns of structure constrain agency 

through three modalities. The socio-cultural codes coming from ‘Structure of Significance’ are shared by 

agents through the modality of ‘Interpretive schemes’. Structure of Control distributes the resources in the 

social system through the modality of ‘Authority’ or ‘Facility’, representing power dynamic of resource 

possession and allocation. Structure of Legitimation exerts sanctions on agents through norms in the societal 

context (Rose & Pennings, 2022; Barratt-Pugh, 2007). However, the modalities are not just an inhibiting 

mechanism of agents but also an enabling mechanism through which agents can reproduce and transform the 

structure (Xiao et al., 2014). These inter-relationships between structure and agency form ‘social systems’, 

which refer to “articulated ensembles” that are “organised hierarchically and laterally within societal 

totalities” (Giddens 2003, p.87). Adapting Giddens’ structuration model, Barratt-Pugh (2007) named social 

systems of each structural pattern, modality and human interaction as ‘System of knowing and meaning’, 

‘System of ordering resources and power’ and ‘System of rules of doing’. 

 

1. Macro 

This level includes policy, economy, political economy (critical perspectives on the impact of policy), socio-

cultural perception (including social norms which are closely related to ‘models’ of disability). 

There are studies (usually econometric studies) that investigated the landscape of policy impact on 

employment and labour market participation (e.g., Jones and Wass, 2013) but these studies largely explore 

from a critical perspective, barriers at societal level against disabled peoples’ working.  

The socio-cultural perceptions have been framed as ‘models’ and by taking differing models, the relevant 

policy (e.g., employment type such as sheltered, Maraveilas, 2022, Hein and Ansari, 2022 vs. normal labour 

market; employment benefit for disabled people). These policies gradually shape and consolidate certain 

perceptions and views towards disabled people and their working 

In terms of models, studies mostly discuss and compare medical vs. social models. However, some studies 

develop the argument further shedding light on the caveat of ‘social’ models. Examples include ‘psycho-

emotional’ elements that are missing in these social models e.g. Sholz and Ingold’s, (2021), suggestion of an 
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extended social model; Ballo’s, (2020), relational model; Richard and Hennekam’s, (2021), biopsychology 

model as well as potential neglect of the ‘bodily experience’ of impairment (Foster, 2018). Ruppel (2023) 

suggests another critical model, namely a materialist model which sees the positioning of disability in 

neoliberal society as a form of exploitation by capital, which shapes the political economy of neoliberal 

society as well. 

In relation to discussion on these models, several studies highlight ‘ableism’ shaping the socio-cultural norm 

of ‘ideal workers’. This ‘ideal worker’ image, based on ableism formed at the societal level has impacts at 

multiple levels. At the macro level, ableism shapes social perception on policies for disabled people, 

particularly economic ones such as policies on benefits (e.g., Cicca et al., 2022) which in turn affects actual 

policy development and implementation (e.g., Maravelias, 2022; Scholz and Ingold, 2021) in neoliberal 

labour market (studies categorised under ‘Labour Market Participation), organisations (e.g. Berre, 2023), 

workplace (studies categorised under ‘Workplace) and even disabled people’s identity (those categorised in 

‘identity’ e.g. Hein and Ansari, 2022) as the key normative regulation.   

 

2. Meso – industry; job market 

This level is very adjacent to ‘macro’ but subjects are narrowed-down into discreet topics such as labour 

market participation trend (e.g., Jones and Wass, 2013) or employment trend (e.g., many studies on Labour 

Market participation; Hoque et al., 2014; Richard and Hennekam, 2021) or pay gap (Gunderson and Lee, 

2016), and can be distinguished from those studies at an organisational level as they are concerned with the 

immediate environment around communities of organisations.  

In this Meso category are other studies that discuss practices in relation to the employment or labour market 

participation of disabled people in industry specific cases. There are a limited number of studies but 

examples include Ballo (2020, HE sector) and Randle and Hardy (2017, creative industry). Other studies in 

this category focus on the jobs that are deemed ‘suitable’ for disabled workers such as work programmes and 

segregated sheltered employment (e.g. Maravelias, 2022; Bend and Priola, 2023). 

Studies at this level also discuss the different effects of accreditation schemes such as the ‘Two Ticks’ or 

‘Positive about Disability’ schemes (e.g. Hoque et al., 2014; Richard and Hennekam, 2021), within 

organisations that adhere to these schemes allow disabled workers to consider their disability status as a 

valuable attribute and whether legal disclosure can be empowering but the research also shows that 

accreditation status does not necessarily equate to higher disability inclusion commitments. The studies in 

this area highlight that quota and accreditation systems have empowering potential but can also potentially 

propagate inequality among disabled workers.  

  

3. Micro organisational – organisation and workplace 

The Micro level includes studies directly addressing specific organisational and/or workplace practices such 

as recruitment processes, polices, arrangements, and accommodations of disabled employees’ needs etc In 

addition, studies on ‘interaction’ between agents (e.g., manager-employee, colleagues) are categorised as 

‘micro/individual’ level because they are specifically focused on dyadic individualistic relationships rather 

than more general organisational level initiatives. 

Studies at this level discuss organisational practice and policy on recruitment (e.g., Bjørnshagen 2022), 

workplace adjustment/accommodation (e.g. Samosh et al., 2023), polices related to career development such 

as retainment, opportunities for career progression (e.g. Berre, 2023; Khan et al., 2023). Some studies 

discuss these practices within a broader lens such as ‘CSR’, ‘sustainability’, ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’ 

policies (e.g., Kulkarni and Rodrigues, 2014; Zanoni, 2011). The extensive work on accommodations to the 

work environment/practices to enable those with disabilities to work features strongly in the HRM related 

journals (e.g. Shuey and Jovic, 2013; Schur et al., 2014; Baldbridge and Swift, 2015), but it should be noted 

rarely features the disabled as agents. Studies discussing workplace environment can also be included here 
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such as studies on discrimination (Østerud, 2023) and inequality (displacement – Mitra and Kruse, 2016) at 

micro level.  

As noted, although HRM journals dominate these areas, other journals address these issues but publish at a 

more organisational level (e.g., organizations) and even societal level (e.g., WES). Studies in these journals 

are concerned with the root cause of certain polices/practices such as societal norms and logics and how they 

shape HR practices (e.g., Foster, 2018, Dibben et al, 2023 etc). These studies for example highlight ableism 

as a social norm that underpins some structural barriers against disabled people at an organisational level.  

  

4. Micro individual  

These studies consider the individual level of experience, perception and relationship between disabled 

people and the people around them such as colleagues, supporters (e.g., Maddison et al., 2023), managers 

(e.g. Lyons et al., 2023; Dwertmann and Boehm, 2016). Studies on the lived experience of disabled people 

are address overlapping topics addressed in studies at macro, meso and organisational levels (e.g., 

experiences of entry to a job market, organisation, career progression, workplace adjustment, 

diversity/inclusion policy and practices, other employment related policies such as sheltered employment 

etc.). However, what distinguishes studies at the micro individual level is that the focus is on the agents, 

generating significance and insights very different to the other three levels. Disabled people’s perceptions of 

barriers and enablers at their work and in employment can also be categorised here (e.g. Bend and Priola, 

2023; Nash, 2022; Vickers, 2015; Jammers et al., 2016).  

In this category, other studies looked into the agents’ interaction with people around them such as 

colleagues, managers and even personal aid (Maddison et al. 2023). Some studies focused on the managers 

or colleagues view and experience of disabled people (e.g., Milk-Meyer, 2016). Other studies looked at 

disabled people’s ‘worker identity’ which can often be in conflict with their identity as a ‘disabled 

person’(e.g. Holmqvist et al., 2012; Santuzzi and Waltz, 2016). 

Studies in this category suggest a complex relationship between various factors at various levels which in 

turn shape identity and experience at the level of the individual. Again, many studies pointed out that the 

social norm of ideal worker shapes workplace norms and people’s interaction/relationship/perception 

between disabled people and their non-disabled colleagues and managers. This level is where issues of the 

disabled people’s identity or positioning of their identity at the workplace emerge most strongly.  

Discussion  

The most notable finding from the synthesis of previous evidence and discussions on disabled people’s work 

and employment is that these factors are multi-layered. Many studies included in our review have found that 

existing policies in relation to disabled people’s employment and workplace adjustment have brought 

changes at meso (e.g., general practices of employment shared across organisations as well as organisation 

specific practices) and micro (e.g., outcome of such policies in relation to individuals’ employment or 

workplace adjustment) level. However, the macro level of factors goes beyond visible policies or 

legislations. These policies and legislations are taking a certain ‘model’ of disability (e.g., Black review and 

Marmot review, Jones and Wass, 2013) to define what disability means. Moreover, several studies point out 

these policies are also determined by a political economic rhetoric of productivity (Maravelias, 2022) or 

health and wellbeing (Scholz and Ingold, 2021).  

These policies and the political economic rhetoric behind them in turn shape the view on ‘disability’ at 

socio-cultural level (macro), reinforcing the medico-economic structures (Jammers et al., 2016; Foster, 

2017; Brzykcy and Boehm, 2022). Thus, when these policies and legislations are implemented at meso 

level, they not only affect the practices but also share the same view on disability at both meso and micro 

level that often results in ‘stereotyping’ of disability and disabled people impacting disabled people’s 

experience (Nelissen et al., 2016; Dwertmann et al., 2023)  

However, another important finding from our review is the direction of influence amongst these multi-

layered factors goes bilateral. There are numerous examples in the literature (e.g.  Fujimoto et al., 2013; 
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Beatty et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2018; Coll and Mignonac, 2023; that showed that the effectiveness the 

relevant policies, when they are embedded at the organisational level of HR practices, are determined by the 

organisational priorities and climate (meso level) that are in turn shaped by the agents, not only those with 

power and resources such as managers but also other agents around disabled people such as colleagues 

(micro level) (e.g. Dwertmann and Boehm, 2015; Lyons et al., 2023).  

Applying the summary and discussion on the structuration model in the above to our review, we proceed to 

develop a model to visualise our findings, see Figure 1, where the existing social system around disabled 

people’s work and employment and the inter-relationship between the given structural patterns, modalities 

and agencies are represented.  

 

Figure 1. Model of existing social system around disabled people’s work and employment 

Taking a critical management angle, we fundamentally assume neoliberalism as the dominant ‘social force’ 

(Giddens, 2003) of the existing social systems. This assumption of ours is in fact supported by several 

studies from our review that explicitly theorised the neoliberal influence on their topic areas on disabled 

people’s work and employment (e.g, Brzykcy and Boehm, 2022; Foster, 2018; Holmqvist et al., 2013; 

Hoque et al., 2014; Maravelias, 2022; Ruppel, 2023). We then, using Barratt-Pugh’s (2007) terminology, 

further propose that neoliberalism shapes existing ‘System of knowledge and meaning’, ‘System of ordering 

resources and power’ and ‘System of rules of doing’ around disabled people, their work and life based on 

our findings from the review.  

Firstly, within the System of knowledge and meaning, ‘neoliberal ideal of worker’ is the Structure of 

Signification as the dominant code at the context level and is shared through interpretive scheme amongst 

agents. Several studies from our review found stereotype on ‘ability’ of disabled people is formed and 

trickled down to both meso and micro level as bias of ‘ableism’ affecting disabled people’s work and 

employment based on this neoliberal ideal of workers (e.g., Baldridge and Kulkarni, 2017; Brown and 

Ciciurkaite, 2023; Foster, 2018; Hein and Ansari, 2022; Ruppel, 2023; Sang et al., 2022). Moreover, a few 

studies found this bias becomes consolidated further at the context by agents, who are in our case, managers, 

colleagues, helpers around disabled people (Jammaers, 2023; Jammaers et al., 2016; Mik-Meyer 2016). 

More strikingly, some studies also found that disabled people themselves share and react this ‘abled ideal’ 

by downplaying their disability (Boucher, 2017) or redefining their career success as a disabled person (e.g.,  

Lyons et al., 2023) to fit themselves to this neoliberal ideal of worker. 

Secondly, within the System of ordering resources and power, ‘neoliberal labour market’ forms the Structure 

of control and neoliberal organisations play the role of modality as the powerful ‘authority’ of distribution of 
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the resources both at the entry level (recruitment) and during the employment (pay, promotion). Multiple 

studies particularly those from the HRM discipline, either explicitly or implicitly suggest that ‘business 

case’ is prioritised in many differing HR practices for disabled people with ‘productivity’ discourse 

(Narayanan and Terris, 2020; Østerud, 2023; Zhang et al., 2023) and often considering the reasonable 

adjustment and accommodation as additional cost (e.g., Shur et al., 2014). Whilst HR practices that are 

either enablers or barriers on disabled people’s employment outcome and their health/wellbeing (e.g., Berre, 

2023; Russo et al, 2023; Sang et al., 2022) are relatively better known topics in this topic area, what is often 

neglected in the literature and the relevant discourse is these practices are reproduced by agents. Not only 

the powerful agents such as managers/individual employers can change the practice (e.g., employer 

willingness, Bacon and Hoque, 2015; employers’ gate keeper role in disabled people’s entering in the labour 

market, Berre, 2023) but also disabled people themselves respond to these structural constraints, being 

regulated by the neoliberal logic in the labour market and workplace. For example, studies such as Baldridge 

and Swift (2013; 2016) and Shuey and Jovic (2013) found that disabled people are reluctant to disclose their 

disability at the job seeking stage or at work to request necessary accommodation, being afraid of 

themselves being considered as additional ‘cost’ under the neoliberal productivity and self-efficacy rhetoric 

(Zhu et al., 2019). These actions are recursive mechanisms influencing progressive changes in organisational 

climate and employers’ perception towards hiring and accommodating disabled people.  

Lastly, within the System of rules of doing, ‘neoliberal policy and legislation’ sets the Structure of 

legitimisation. As discussed above, these policies and legislations are often driven by political economic 

rhetoric such as ‘deservingness’ (Ciccia et al., 2022; Ruppel, 2023) or medico-economic discourse of 

disability (Brzyky and Boehm, 2022). The implicit view on disability shapes the norms around ‘who’ is 

disabled or not, people with ‘which type of disability’ can work or not, ‘what kind of job’ disabled people 

can do or not, and even ‘who deserves’ the benefits and protections of the relevant government policy 

(Foster, 2018; Jones and Wass, 2013; Holmqvist et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2017; Ruppel, 2023). Hein and 

Ansari (2022) revealed that disabled people are often segregated to certain type of work under benevolent 

marginalisation (e.g., sheltered employment) or are given certain type of jobs that are not desired by ‘abled’ 

people (e.g., dirty work, Vickers, 2015). This can shape the modality of norm which determine agents’ 

action. For example, although many studies from our review showed that these policies and legislation have 

brought various HR practices that are designed to help disabled people’s employment or accommodation 

(e.g., quota, Richard and Hennekam, 2021; disability champions such as Two Ticks, Hoque et al., 2014), 

these studies at the same time also show the effectiveness of the inclusion policies for disabled people are 

influenced by the agents such as managers, colleagues or even people who deliver the relevant policies (e.g., 

work programmes, Scholz and Ingold, 2021; Maravelias, 2022). However, again, some studies also found 

that the disabled people exert sanctions on themselves through identity regulation in responding to the such 

policies and legislation trying to ‘fit’ the right models of disability these structural constraints posit in their 

looking for jobs or adjusting to their workplaces (e.g., Holmqvist et al., 2013; Jammaers and Zanoni, 2021).    

Understanding disabled people’s work and employment issues based on structuration model contributes a 

useful implication. Based on this model, “actors…reproduce and transform them (social systems), remaking 

what is already made in the continuity of praxis” (Giddens, 2023, p.89). Thus, applying a structuration 

model to our review highlights that changes towards enabling disabled people need to come from both 

structural and individual (agency) level. At the same time, our review also shows that there is still a dearth 

of studies conveying disabled people’s voice and experiences on what actual challenges they face and what 

they need to address these challenges. This is critical as structural changes only comes from critical 

reflection of actor’s action and the consequences coming from their action. Hence, to be able to make 

progress in the structure to be enabling to disabled people, their voice should be heard to challenge the 

power and sanctions for appropriate critical reflection which will gradually change the structure and the 

context (Xiao et al., 2014).  

Conclusion – direction for future research 

In this paper, we critically reviewed literature on disabled people’s work and employment. The key 

summary of our findings is that there are factors impacting disabled experiences and outcome of work and 

employment at multiple levels whilst these factors are influencing each other at the same time, strengthening 
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certain barriers despite some progress found in the literature. Overall, our review shows that the key 

constraints at the fundamental societal level are neoliberalism shaping social codes of ideal of worker, view 

towards disability and the model to define disability. We created a conceptual framework by applying 

Gidden’s structuration model to these findings of ours where the current social systems surrounding disabled 

people, their work and employment are built on neoliberalism and where agents reproduce and consolidate 

biases coming from neoliberal structural constraints. Our important suggestion of implication is that based 

on this conceptual framework, there needs to be more studies exploring disabled people’s experience so that 

their voices can be conveyed to structural level which can encourage them to be proactive in challenging in 

the structural constraints and which can ultimately bring appropriate structural changes.   

For this, we suggest directions for future research particularly in management studies. Firstly, future studies 

might consider more ethnographic way of inquiry on ‘lived experience of disabled people’. Some studies 

included in our review indeed took this approach but they were largely from sociological journals/bodies of 

knowledge where the research focus is inherently work and workers. Studies directly seeking for managerial 

insights might also consider being informed by ‘direct sensory contact’ (Birkinshaw et al., 2014; Gioia, 

2021) and cocreate the research with disabled people. 

Secondly, considering fast increasing influence of AI/digital, future studies might consider the role of digital 

technology on disabled people’s work and employment. The impact of Artificial Intelligence (AI) on 

existing work has been an increasingly popular topic in management studies but there is hardly any research 

on how disabled people engage with technology and thus, the potential of the technology as either an enabler 

or barrier. This review is timely given the current focus on Industry 5.0 and claims that digital technologies 

can assist disabled people in workplace environment, for example Panagou et al. (2024) outline that 

“collaborative robots can assist and complement the skill set of operators with cognitive or mental 

disabilities by identifying the needs of the operator” (pp. 985). However, Scholz and Ingold (2021: 1624) 

highlight that a “lack of digital skills and access to the Internet and devices means that this development 

could lead to further disability inequality”. More research is needed that places disabled people’s voices at 

the centre and further investigates the inequality within both employment service design and delivery. 

Otherwise, a policy that is intended to promote the inclusion of individuals in the workplace risks further 

excluding them”.  

Lastly, future studies might consider ‘industry-specific’ studies, particularly focusing on the industry where 

disabled people’s representation is particularly poor, such as manufacturing industry. Industry effects might 

give us further insight into particular   

The studies we reviewed equivocally support the claim that disability and work has been neglected in the 

relevant body of knowledge whilst the urgency of addressing challenges they face is growing. Our paper that 

has thoroughly reviewed the existing evidence in this topic with offering a comprehensive conceptual 

framework and future research direction contributes to this research needs. 
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