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Introduction

Sandra L. Fielden, Mark E. Moore, and Gemma L. Bend

Disability is a dynamic and evolving construct that requires ongoing discus-
sion of emergent perspectives from different academic disciplines. Yet, despite 
international and national guarantees of equal rights, there remains a great 
deal to be done to achieve global employment equality for people with dis-
abilities. However, just focusing on the rights of individuals does not provide 
an adequate understanding of the actual experiences of people with disabili-
ties in the workplace (Nyanjom et al. 2018). Research has, to some degree, 
provided an understanding of stigmatized identities and the self-esteem of 
people with disabilities, as well as how organizations accommodate the spe-
cific problems of employees with disabilities (Oliver and Barnes 2012). While 
this approach is valuable and interesting it does not really consider the experi-
ences of people with disabilities in the workplace, and for many of these 
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individuals their career progress is a far more complex interaction between 
disability (and other intersectional variables such as gender, ethnicity and 
race), work and the workplace. In contrast to other publications that have 
focused on one element of disability in the workplace, for example legal 
aspects, the approach we take is to follow and analyse the encounters of those 
with disabilities throughout the work process.

Regardless of the route taken into employment the journey to enter, secure 
and maintain employment for people with disabilities is fraught with chal-
lenges, both good and bad, that has a significant impact on individual’s well-
being (UK: Baumberg 2015; USA: Dunn and Burcaw 2013). Despite 
advancements in legislation and policies in western societies that should give 
people with disabilities equal opportunities and rights on par with people 
without disabilities in employment, research still finds that people with dis-
abilities remain in a disadvantaged position (Baumberg 2015). In the UK 22 
per cent (7.5 million) of the population report having disabilities, specific to 
employment 51.3 per cent (3.9 million) are in employment compared to 81.4 
per cent of people without disabilities; 9.3 per cent of people with disabilities 
are unemployed compared to 3.7 per cent of people without disabilities; and 
44 per cent (3.3  million) are economically inactive (Office of National 
Statistics 2018). In addition, employment rates for people with disabilities by 
different characteristics were as follows:

Age: highest for those aged 25–49 (56.4 per cent), lowest for those aged 16–24 
(38.2 per cent),
Education: highest rates for those with a degree (or equivalent) (71.7 per cent) 
and lowest for those without a qualification (17.0 per cent),
Gender: women (50.8 per cent) and men (51.9) have similar rates,
Part-time: 24.1 per cent aged 16–64 were working part-time compared to 36.0 
per cent of people without disabilities of the same age.

When you further investigate these statistics, it becomes evident that there 
is a disparity of employment rates across the disability spectrum when com-
paring the gap in employment rates for specific people with disabilities against 
figures for those without.

As can be seen in Fig. 1.1 there is a huge 56.2 per cent employment gap 
between those with a learning difficulty (23.9 per cent) and those with no 
disability; comparatively there is a much smaller gap, 19.8 per cent, for indi-
viduals with a hearing disability, such as hard of hearing or deafness, and those 
without (60.3 per cent employment rate). Furthermore, employment rates 
were 61 per cent for those with one health condition, 52 per cent for two 
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Fig. 1.1  Rates of employment across disability variants. (Adapted from Mirza-Davies 
and Brown, 2016, p. 4)
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conditions, 44 per cent for three conditions, 38 per cent for four conditions 
and 23 per cent for five or more conditions. Although this book is not specifi-
cally aimed at increasing the numbers of people with disabilities in the work-
place, by providing an in-depth understanding of the benefits, barriers and 
difficulties they encounter as they enter and progress through work, we hope 
that employers, employees, policymakers and all relevant individuals and 
organizations will contribute to increasing the number of people with dis-
abilities entering and remaining in paid work.

�Definitions

The concept of disability is complex, and there are historical, social, legal and 
philosophical influences on its interpretation. The experience of disability is 
unique to each person but there are common barriers and issues in terms of 
peoples’ rights to access specific disability services, provided directly or indi-
rectly by governments. The need for some agreed definitions, largely to ensure 
that disability support programmes are fair about who is to receive benefits 
and why, has prompted much discussion and debate. However, here are a few 
definitions that are widely accepted:

�The World Health Organization (WHO)

Disability is an umbrella term, covering impairments, activity limitations and 
participation restrictions. An impairment is a problem in body function or 
structure; an activity limitation is a difficulty encountered by an individual in 
executing a task or action; while a participation restriction is a problem expe-
rienced by an individual in involvement in life situations. Disability is thus 
not just a health problem. It is a complex phenomenon, reflecting the interac-
tion between features of a person’s body and features of the society in which 
he or she lives. Overcoming the difficulties faced by people with disabilities 
requires interventions to remove environmental and social barriers 
(WHO 2018).

�United Nations (UN)

The convention protects all persons with disabilities, who are defined in 
Article 1 as including “those who have long-term physical, mental, intellec-
tual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may 
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hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 
others” (UN 2012). This broad definition adopts what is known as the social 
model of disability. It recognizes that disability is an evolving concept, and 
that we are often prevented from exercising all of our human rights and fun-
damental freedoms by barriers of attitude and environment which have been 
placed in our way.

�The International Classification of Impairments, 
Disabilities and Handicaps

The current version of the international classification of impairments, dis-
abilities and handicaps (ICIDH) (Wood 1980) contains definitions and 
examples that are highly culture-specific (e.g. references to ‘pouring tea’) or 
that are inappropriately characterized according to sex. Consequently a new 
version of the ICIDH is now being drafted to embrace developments since 
1980 and address criticism of the first ICIDH. One of the major develop-
ments is the more specific recognition of the social construction of the third 
dimension of disability. It is being proposed that this third dimension be 
renamed ‘participation’, and that its definition recognize the critical role 
played by environmental or contextual factors in restricting full participation. 
The draft definition is as follows:

•	 Impairment: is a loss or abnormality in body structure or of a physiological or 
psychological function.

•	 Activity: is the nature and extent of functioning at the level of the person. 
Activities may be limited in nature, duration and quality.

•	 Participation: is the nature and extent of a person’s involvement in life situa-
tions in relationship to impairments, activities, health conditions and contex-
tual factors. Participation may be restricted in nature, duration and quality. 
Participation is considered within seven broad domains: personal mainte-
nance; mobility; exchange of information; social relationships; education, 
work, leisure and spirituality; economic life and civic and community life.

•	 Context: includes the features, aspects, attributes of, or objects, structures, 
human-made organizations, service provision and agencies in, the physical, 
social and attitudinal environment in which people live and conduct their lives.

�Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA—USA)

The ADA defines a person with a disability as a person who has a physical or 
mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activity. 
This includes people who have a record of such an impairment, even if they 
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do not currently have a disability. It also includes individuals who do not have 
a disability but are regarded as having a disability. The ADA also makes it 
unlawful to discriminate against a person based on that person’s association 
with a person with a disability (ADA 2018). It is important to remember that 
in the context of the ADA, ‘disability’ is a legal term rather than a medical 
one. Because it has a legal definition, the ADA’s definition of disability is dif-
ferent from how disability is defined under some other laws, such as for Social 
Security Disability related benefits.

�The Equality Act 2010 (UK)

You are disabled under the Equality Act 2010 if you have a physical or mental 
impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your 
ability to do normal daily activities.

•	 ‘substantial’ is more than minor or trivial, e.g. it takes much longer than it 
usually would to complete a daily task like getting dressed

•	 ‘long-term’ means 12  months or more, e.g. a breathing condition that 
develops as a result of a lung infection

�The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Australia)

To be deemed a disability, the impairment or condition must impact daily 
activities, communication and/or mobility, and has lasted or is likely to last 
six months or more. This includes:

•	 total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions
•	 total or partial loss of a part of the body
•	 the presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness
•	 the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the 

person’s body
•	 a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently 

from a person without the disorder or malfunction
•	 a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, per-

ception of reality, emotions or judgment, or that results in disturbed 
behaviour;
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including disability that:

•	 presently exists
•	 previously existed but no longer exists
•	 may exist in the future
•	 is imputed to a person (meaning it is thought or implied that the person 

has disability but does not).

The breadth of impairments and medical conditions covered by the DDA are:

•	 Physical—affects a person’s mobility or dexterity
•	 Intellectual—affects a person’s abilities to learn
•	 Mental Illness—affects a person’s thinking processes
•	 Sensory—affects a person’s ability to hear or see
•	 Neurological—affects the person’s brain and central nervous system
•	 Learning disability
•	 Physical disfigurement or
•	 Immunological—the presence of organisms causing disease in the body

Definitions of disability reflect the historic, social and legal background in 
relation to physical, mental and psychological disability, and have tradition-
ally been constructed as an assumed opposite of ableism, that is the normative 
expectation of non-disability (Williams and Mavin 2012). Disability can 
come about in various ways: it may be congenital or arise later in life through 
sickness or injury, and for some their disability has little or no effect on their 
ability to work (Williams 2006). For others some form of workplace accom-
modation is required, whereas some are precluded from working at all in 
mainstream employment. For those people, definitions rarely acknowledge 
the complexity of disabilities, as many people with disabilities must deal with 
multiple health or disability issues with pain and mobility being the top 
impediments when engaging with the workforce (Williams 2006).

There are many more definitions which are country dependent but, as with 
the definitions above, there is a general consensus of what constitutes a dis-
ability for legal purposes, as well as for medical, treatment and benefit applica-
tions and so on. For the purpose of this publication we respect the individual 
author’s preference for the actual definition they use, depending on the con-
text within which their research is set, for example legal or medical. Definitions 
not only act to separate out people with disabilities from those without but 
they also influence the terminology that surrounds disability and, as a conten-
tious issue, when presenting chapters on disability it is a topic that requires 
explanation.
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